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I. INTRODUCTION

The phenomenon of migration through Mexico is a rela-
tively recent issue within the complex dynamics that have 
developed in Guadalajara’s Metropolitan Area (GMA) over 
the years. Undoubtedly, there has been a shift from the al-
most complete invisibility of the migrant population, which 
has recently received some basic levels of exposure. At the 
same time, however, indifference, criminalization and ter-
ror persist. This population in transit wanders in a constant 
humanitarian crisis, not only because of a lack of food, 
water, clothing, and shelter, but also because of the absence 
of effective policies and actions aimed at addressing forced 
migration roots in the countries of origin, and migrations’ 
vulnerability  un transit and destination countries. In this 
document we outline, from our direct experience as an 
organization that supports people in transit, the migration 
dynamics’ complexities in what is the longest train journey 
through the Mexico. We also highlight the challenges and 
obstacles that carrying  out this humanitarian  work implies.

Our mission at FM4 Paso Libre is to give comprehen-
sive support and accompaniment to migrants in their route 
through GMA. We have worked on raising awareness of 
the issue of migration, especially within the community, 
with the hope of building solidarity networks so that mi-
grants’ human rigths can be protected, and them, treated 
with dignity. We have also worked, through the multiple 
networks of which FM4 Paso Libre forms part, on influenc-
ing migration policies at the municipal, state, federal and 
international level. Finally, but most importantly, we have 
attended, through our Migrant Attention Center (MAC), 
those who are crossing the city.

As a result, this research is built from the combination 
of these activities. It is meant to serve as a tool of diffusion, 
consultancy and evidence on the migration route through 
the GMA, and it could help generate spaces of reflection 
around the issue in our region and in the country. The end 
goal is to incite timely actions in favor of migrants, so as to 
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drive cooperation between humanitarian work and public 
policy on this subject. The information presented here is 
the result of our efforts over the past four years in the MAC, 
a space a space where, on a daily basis, to share meals, as 
well as migrants’ dreams, sufferings and joys.

The objective, as will be clear in the following para-
graphs, is an account of a methodological effort that inte-
grates both qualitative and quantitative perspectives. These 
two perspectives were used from the moment the research 
project was designed: from the information’s generation to 
the information’s processing. We hope to start a respon-
sible and purposeful reflection on migration in transit. The 
report’s content is divided into 5 sections, all of which are 
still a “work in progress.”

The first chapter deals with the structural conditions 
that shape migration nowadays, emphasizing Central 
Americans’ case, and their critical human rights’ situation 
during their transit through Mexico. This chapter provides 
a contextual framework for the issues addressed through-
out the report, and that are FM4 Paso Libre’s work’s point 
of departure. The contents offer the possibility to grasp 
the magnitude of the humanitarian catastrophe that 
hundreds of millions of people undergo while crossing the 
country.

The second chapter represents the crystallization 
of the efforts of the dozens of volunteers who have con-
tributed to and who have helped to create this project. 
Through their dedication, they have been able to retrieve 

the experiences, data, surveys, indicators, routes, destina-
tions and dangers that shed light into migrants’¡ dramatic 
situation.  It is based on an analysis that we have called 
“mixed,” given its combination of qualitative and quan-
titative elements. These elements have been retrieved 
through our daily experience of direct intervention and 
accumulated in our database in the period between May 
2010 and May 2013.

In the second chapter we explain migrations’ main 
causes along with the strategies, choices, vulnerability and 
the “returns” that migrants have been subject to. With 
“returns” we mean when migrants return to their com-
munities, whether it be forcibly or voluntarily, and all the 
problems connected to it. Our closeness with migrants  
allows  us to  draw and observe a clearer picture of their 
motivations, opinions and life stories, trying to put a face 
on the father/mother, brother/sister, spouse or son/daugh-
ter, who set out on this uncertain journey that is migration, 
today as they have been doing for many years.

Having a basic knowledge of the experiences of the 
migrants’ transit, thanks to the data obtained during their 
stay at the MAC, we can contextualize the main trends in 
the routes and vicissitudes. We can also understand better 
their personal experience and the level of preparation they 
had for the travel. This effort is aimed at integrating their 
different situations, through their own voices, opinions, 
demands, needs and dilemmas. All of these become a chal-
lenge at the intellectual and humanitarian level.
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In this sense, this report gives a great deal of at-
tention to the level of vulnerability that transmigrants 
face, caused by the structural violence of Mexico and the 
organized crime, among other actors. Therefore, we begin 
by breaking down through a judicial-legal perspective what  
procedural elements are needed in order for an aggression 
to be conceptualized as a violation of human rights, and 
when it  constitutes a crime or an administrative error. 
We develop two levels of analysis: a) one coming from 
the information generated in the Database of FM4 Paso 
Libre; b) and the other derived from the conversations and 
in-depth interviews with different social actors such as 
migrants in transit, communities that live along the train 
tracks through Mexico, state agents (municipal police), 

and many others. Consequently, we describe migrants’ 
sociodemographic characteristics, situations and details of 
the route, as well as the level of neglect and indifference 
demonstrated by the constant human rights violations to 
which migrants are subjected.

The third chapter presents ethnographic notes of 
the social, cultural, and economic dynamics of “las vías” 
(the train tracks) that cross through GMA. We show how 
migrants’ journey through the city becomes part of the life 
of those who live in the area: like any large city, Guadalajara 
is a place of encounters and clashes. The train routes cross 
through the city as do the lives of many people. Migrants 
in transit become actors in the reality of the city, among its 
inhabitants. They become part of its dynamics and rhythms 
as well as its pains and battles.

In this chapter we have collected three sections that 
complement each other: the description of different parts 
of the journey of the train through Guadalajara; an account 
of the dynamics of the inhabitants of various settlements 
in what is an “invasion” of the federal territory; and fi-
nally an approach to different actors that have found here 
a refuge. We explore their points of view, experiences and  
perspectives on Guadalajara, considering that they are not 
seen by “los tapatíos” (Inhabitants of Guadalajara) with the 
legitimacy and dignity that they deserve.

|   PHOTOGRAPHER: ARCHIVO FM4
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On the other hand, our main focus is on those who 
have been the motivation for the existence of FM4 Paso 
Libre: the migrants in transit. People call them “los tram-
pas” (“the bums, those who freeload”), because “they freeload 
the train, without asking permission they come and go... 
they live by cheating.” Sometimes they are also called “flies.” 
For this reasons the train, generally known as “la bestia” 
(“the beast”), can also be named “the train of the flies.” Our 
proximity to the train routes offers a disturbing contextual-
ization of the possible breakdown of the “American dream,” 
as well as of the tensions and conflicts that develop in this 
dynamic environment, which involves different popula-
tions who interact and make up the migration spectrum. 
Among these populations, we cannot forget those who live 
on the street, homeless people, as we will explain.

How do inhabitants of GMA react to the presence of 
these “strangers,” these “foreigners”? What do they think 
of them? The categorizations that people of the GMA put 
migrants in are of vital importance since they determine 
the quality, quantity and orientation of the interactions 
that are established between them and migrants in 
transit. Distinct experiences, levels of understanding 
and exchanges form our perception of “the others.” The 
inhabitants of the GMA therefore do not all respond in the 
same way to the presence of migrants in the city. There are 
differences, coming from different levels of awareness of 
the existence of the phenomenon, depending on how old 
the settlements are and on the physical space in which 

the encounters occur. Such experience has allowed us to 
recognize the fundamental need to work towards a greater 
sense of empathy, through an articulation of initiatives 
and diverse efforts. The aim is to construct comprehensive 
alternatives which are pro-migrant and to build a more 
dignified, free and just society. 

In the final chapter of the text, we offer some consid-
erations and reflections to take action. While we do not 
consider them to be definitive, we see them as guidelines 
to continue the humanitarian work in favor of migrants in 
transit. There are recommendations that we believe would 
be useful for the civil society, for local authorities and 
other organizations which share with us the daily work and 
struggles in favor of migrants. It is important to highlight 
that the volunteer work of FM4 Paso Libre is carried out by 
people who have, over time, trained themselves in order to 
give a pertinent response to response to migrants’ needs. 
As for today, 70 community members collaborate in the 
distinct areas of the organization: it is a plural and interdis-
ciplinary group composed by students, religious personnel, 
professionals, academics, fathers and mothers of all ages 
and ideologies.

In this investigation we share our experiences, as 
well as the concerns that have arisen throughout time 
and which pose new challenges, necessary to continue to 
improve in what we do and how we deal with growing and 
more complex demands. We work in a context where the fu-
ture of migration seems to grow more uncertain day by day, 
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while the humanitarian catastrophe seems to be the only 
constant factor. In this path, our collective work inspires us 
with wishes and illusions, and invites us to continue search-
ing for new ways to build hope.

|   PHOTOGRAPHER: LONCHO
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The moon and compass guiding my path.
Your face drawn between stars and constellations, 
what a beautiful thing.
For man I’m nothing but I’m happy because I know you love me.
I know you do not feel yourself talking but your words awaiting my arrival,
that gives me strength to continue living.
So I do not care what I am suffering.
From my mistakes I have learned, I’m not a fugitive
all I want is to be there with you.
My true love: Maddy I love you forever.

A Backpack. Antonio Romero, Migrant.
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Migration in Transit in the Context of the 
International Migration
Since the human being became sedentary, migration has 
been a constant factor in the history of humanity (Herrera-
Lasso & Artola, 2011:12). However, it had never reached a 
level of significance and relevance comparable to that of to-
day (Arango, 2003:1). We are speaking about a phenomenon 
that is characterized by processes of economic globalization 
and by the predominance of a logic of social exclusion, a 
distinct feature of modern nations, cities, groups, ethnici-
ties and families. It is a phenomenon that has the purpose 
of finding, among other things, better living conditions 
in places other than the place of origin. This phenomenon 
implications for culture, economics, politics, gender and of 
the formation of identities (Hernández, 2010). According to 
the International Organization of Migration (IOM) there are 
214 million international migrants in the world. This means 
that 3.1% of the world’s population is made up migrants.
(TABLE 1.)

In this context, Central Americans’ migration has been a 
permanent feature of the social dynamics that develop 
both within and outside the regional configuration. Like all 
types of migration, it is not separate from structural, poli-
tical, economic and cultural processes. Today, the dynamics 
of human mobility is “in intimate relation with neolibe-
ral globalization and with the incapacity of nation-states 
to respond adequately to their constitutional mission to 
guarantee the economic and social well being of their re-
sidents” (García, 2007:9). The nation-state has failed in its 
responsibility to deal with the diverse circumstances and 
actors that cross the daily lives of Central Americans, like 
organized crime, drug trafficking and las maras (the gang 
members of the marasalvatrucha gang). All of these actors 
have become relevant powers that keep growing due to 
the incapacity of the state to repair the grave faults which 
characterize those societies (Rivas, 2013:112). Their pre-
sence creates even more complexity and it persistently li-
mits the development and potential of the citizens’ lives.

II. HUMAN MIGRATIONS IN THE
CONTEXT OF GLOBALIZATION
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TABLE 1. BRIEF STATISTICS OF THE CURRENT SITUATION OF MIGRATION

SOURCE: BASED ON DATA FROM THE ORGANIZATION FOR THE UNITED NATIONS,
INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATION FOR MIGRATION, NORWEGIAN REFUGEE COUNCIL,

OFFICE OF THE UN HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR REFUGEES.
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The inclusion of the Central American region in global-
ization was accompanied by distinct political transitions: 
“new economic and political structures were established 
on the fresh ashes of oblivion and the ruins of a political 
and military order of the 1980’s and the beginning of the 
1990’s, an order which buried so much death under impu-
nity. Much of its foundations remain today” (Cfr. Morales, 
2007:32). This new political order further changed life 
conditions and gave them another dimension, becoming a 
new widespread mindset based on the reconfiguration of 
decaying structures. As Morales argues (2007), this mind-
set is visible in three scenarios: a) the economic, meaning 
the re-formulation of the activities in the sector in order to 
build a market of transnational accumulation and national 
dis-accumulation b) the political, dominated by the liberal-
democratic arrangements between the new elites, including 
recomposed factions of the old revolutionary forces and 
c) the social/sociocultural, identified by the fragmenta-
tion, exclusion and diasporas, as a consequence of the 
socio-political crumbling of the masses and their symbolic 
reconfiguration.

Therefore, Central American societies are largely 
characterized by fragmentations that, in turn, explain the 
precarious character of the migration process. These frag-
mentations have been normal for Central Americans since 
the establishment of the republican life, in 1821 (Rivas, 
2013:111). In this context, the causes of migration are 
diverse and can be interpreted in different ways depending 

on the conditions. It is difficult to separate, for example, 
the intrinsically intimate decision to migrate, that appeals 
to the will of the individual, from that provoked by a forced 
displacement, where the reasons can be of an economic, po-
litical, environmental or social nature (“social” referring to 
situations of violence). Today, many migrations in Central 
America happen in their most excruciating form: compul-
sory and forced. We are referring to those migrations that 
are caused and affected by the neoliberal capitalist system: 
unequal, unfair and based on human exploitation. Most 
importantly, the goods of capitalist markets are constituted 
by the same people that hope to escape hunger, unemploy-
ment, violence and the lack of services with the hope to find 
better life conditions.

|   PHOTOGRAPHER: ARCHIVO FM4
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When talking about “migration in transit” or “trans-
migration,” we refer to that form of precarious movement 
in which migrants find themselves in the journey towards 
their destinations. We are talking about a population that 
is located in a temporal and geographical space between 
leaving and arriving. Because they are not in their place of 
origin, then, migrants are naturally alienated from the new 
groups with whom they interact in their journeys and des-
tinations. This alienation, more often than not, increases 
their condition of vulnerability and makes them more likely 
to be victims of abuses from different sectors of the perma-
nent population, who often see their vulnerable position as 
an opportunity to make money.

In order to contextualize the condition of transmigra-
tion in our country it is necessary to recognize that restric-
tive policies, utilized to contain the flows of migration 
coming from Central America to the US, have actually had 
the effect of promoting irregular migration. These policies 
originated because of the geographic position of Mexico, 
and its economic and political dependency on the United 
States. Therefore, they revolve around the needs and cir-
cumstances of its Northern neighbor (Córdova, 2008).

After the attacks of September 11th to the US, secu-
rity became a decisive issue in their internal and external 
politics, and consequently affected Mexican politics as well. 
Migration and organized crime, in particular, became top 
priorities (Benítez, 2011:179). As a consequence, the issue 
of migration has evolved into a new form of “securitiza-

tion,” resulting in a criminalization of the migrant popula-
tion. These conditions, which, as we said, have promoted 
irregular migration, have also facilitated the development 
of criminal activity within the network of criminal traders 
and traffickers (Herrera-Laso&Artola, 2011:11). Similarly, 
a surge of distinct forms of violence against migrants has 
been inevitable (Álvarez, 2009:2).

The international (i.e. non-Mexican) transmigrant popu-
lation traveling through Mexico with the goal of entering the 
United States mainly comes from Central America (95% of this 
population comes from Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador or 
Nicaragua) (CEMINM, 2011). The majority of these migrants 
do not hold the necessary documents to be in the country 
legally. The main means of transportation is the cargo train, 
which makes them “safe” in the sense that they can avoid 
commercial routes and, consequently, deportation (Casillas, 
2011:145). Explaining that these migrants use the cargo train 
is essential to understand the phenomenon of transmigration 
in Mexico, as well as the conditions in which this population 
travels and the chain of human rights violations that it is 
subjected to.

There are innumerable routes through which the 
transmigrant population arrives in Mexico, for example the 
states of Tabasco and Chiapas, which border Guatemala. 
After crossing the border, migrants find the train tracks 
and wait for the train to leave for the North. There is a route 
that starts in Tabasco, and then continues to the south 
of the state of Veracruz, in the city of Catzacoalcos, then 
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moving on to Medias Aguas. A few years ago another route 
was built in the frontier city of Tapachula, continuing to 
Arriaga and running through the coastal zone of Chiapas. 
However, transmigrants that opt for this route must walk 
or use other methods of transport to reach Arriaga, where 
the train route starts. It then crosses towns like Ixtepec, 
Oaxaca, and finally encounters the initial route of Tabasco 
in Medias Aguas, Veracruz.

Those routes that are known as “the Gulf” and “the 
Central” appear at this point. The Gulf route runs through 
Veracruz and Tamaulipas to the city of Matamoros. The 
Central route, on the other hand, runs through the states of 
Veracruz, Puebla, Tlaxcala, the State of Mexico and Queré-
taro. After this point the Central route splits into two. One 
goes through San Luis Potosí, Coahuila and Nuevo León 
to get to the border cities of Piedras Negras, in Coahuila, 
or Nuevo Laredo and Reynosa, in Tamaulipas. The second 
crosses the states of Guanajuato, Aguascalientes, Zacatecas, 
Coahuila and Chihuahua, until it enters Ciudad Juárez at 
the border.

In the city of Irapuato, in Guanajuato, another route, 
called the Western one (la ruta occidente), also known as 
“the Pacific,” separates itself from the main one. It runs 
through the states of Guanajuato, Jalisco, Nayarit, Sinaloa, 
and Sonora, until it arrives to the frontier city of Nogales 
and, also, to the state of Baja California Norte, where it 
ends in the two most important frontier cities of this state: 
Mexicali and Tijuana.

The following map shows the layout of the railway 
complex, as well as the main points through which the train 
runs and makes stops. (MAP 1)

At the beginning of the studies around transmigra-
tion in Mexico, it was thought that the most important 
challenges this population faced were the crossings of the 
jungle or of the desert, and the frequent accidents that oc-
cur on the train, including sprains, fractures, mutilation of 
body parts or even death. More recently, the concerns have 
centered on those violations that are of a procedural type: 
mistreat, detention conditions in migration centers and 
other kinds of abuses, such as those in the labor environ-
ment (Anaya, 2012:123). Such violations were illustrated in 
the 2008 report of the organization Borders with Justice 
C.A., (Frontera con Justicia A. C.), from Saltillo, in Coahuila. 
As this report —the fourth of the organization— shows, 
the human rights violations most frequently seen among 
transmigrants are extortion, robbery, threats and insults 
from the municipal, state, or federal police authority, as 
well as the private security guards of the trains (Frontera 
con Justicia A. C., 2008).

Not so long ago the first official document highlighting 
the transformation and worsening of human rights viola-
tions against transmigrants was published. The main con-
cern now is getting directed to new threats to security and 
integrity, including kidnappings, extortions (which often 
implies torture), sexual abuses and assassinations (Anaya, 
2012:123). The National Human Rights Commission 
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MAP  1. RAILWAY ROUTES FROM MEXICO
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(NHRC), in their first report on the kidnapping of migrants, 
reported that in just 6 months there were 9,758 kidnap-
pings, with an average of 33 events and 1,600 victims per 
month. In a year, it is estimated that there can be 400 
events with 18,000 victims. The average ransom is apesti-
mated at $2,500 dollars, but can vary between $1,500 and 
$5,000 dollars. The benefits obtained by organized crime 
is calculated at 25 million dollars in relation to the 9,758 
victims that the NHRC’s report talks about (CNDH, 2009).

In the same year, the fifth report from Borders with 
Justice A.C. addressed the topic of organized crime, kidnap-
pings, assassinations, human trafficking, sexual abuses, tor-
tures and, specifically, the involvement of Mexico in those 
violations. This report was drawn on the evidence given by 
transmigrants who have passed through the organization’s 
shelter (Frontera con Justicia A.C., 2009). In 2011 the 
NHRC built on the efforts made in 2009 and published a 
new report documenting the situation of kidnappings in 
Mexico. This time, 11,333 victims were counted over six 
months, in the context of 214 events (NHRC, 2011).

FM4 Paso Libre: Our Experience
Our nonprofit organization is made up of an interdisci-
plinary group who, through our direct experience with 
the reality of transmigration in different zones of the 
Republic, have decided to undertake a project of inte-
gral intervention in GMA. The first efforts to start the 
project began in 2006, when various university students 

met to organize an event meant to highlight different 
perspectives on migration and to encourage discussion 
of the topic, hoping for its subsequent diffusion. The 
project was abandoned and then picked up again in 
2007, when regular meetings were started, in which 
people would discuss the reality of transmigration, as 
well as what was taking place in Guadalajara in particu-
lar. Volunteers from other migrant shelters throughout 
Mexico, students from different universities and people 
who were simply interested came together to suggest 
that there was a humanitarian emergency which needed 
to be addressed in a comprehensive perspective. Such a 
perspective would promote the construction of collective 
solutions and could respond to the structural causes of 
such emergency. In these meetings, constant attention 
was given to themes such as: human rights as a tool for 
human dignity; the right not to migrate and to migrate 
in a safe way; solidarity as a value/action for social trans-
formation; criticism of the neoliberal structure and the 
inequality that it promotes; the free market of goods in 
contrast to the restrictive policies of the labor market.

In the first planning session that was carried out that 
year, the name FM4 emerged. It refers to the migration 
forms issued by Mexico to foreigners, who want to enter 
the country. Migration Form number 4 did not (and still 
does not) exist, but we wanted to allude to a crossing that 
is violence-free, just and respectable for Mexico: “FM4 Paso 
Libre” (FM4 “Free Passage”).
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It was in 2007 that we met Ms. Adela Estrada and 
her family, who have lived next to the migration route in 
Guadalajara for more than 40 years. At the beginning of 
our project, Ms. Adela opened the doors of her home to 
us so that we could store clothes, food and medicines for 
people migrating through the city. We, in return, helped 
with the cost of the gas. The process with the Estrada family 
was extremely significant for the start of FM4 Paso Libre’s 
work. The Estrada family provided us with a reliable space, 
close to the routes, where it has always been normal to talk 
about the trampas and the reality of transmigration in a 
natural way. We built a strong friendship with them, and 
they have been a powerful example for many of us. In the 
words of a colleague, “Ms. Adela and her sisters, Chole and 
Cuca, reincarnate the women who took part in the Mexican 
Revolution, in the form of a model of transnational solidar-
ity.” The Estradas always referred to migrants as “people in 
search of dreams, with needs; and if you have the possibility 
to support them, you do it.”

Through 2008, FM4 continued to grow as an organiza-
tion. We built our first ties with schools, like the Institute of 
Veracruz, where high school students cooked weekly meals 
for the migrants, or the Teresian Institute Enrique de Osso, 
that organized campaigns to buy underwear. We became 
part of the inter-institutional network dedicated to issues 
of equity concerning gender and migration (Red Interins-
titucional de Equidad de Género y Migración). We organized 
events that promoted the visibility of this reality through 
documentaries and photography exhibitions. In that same 

year, there was the first major injury among transmigrants 
in Guadalajara. Esthela, a 34 year old Guatemalan woman, 
lost her leg in the crossing between Enrique Díaz de León 
and the train routes.

In July 2009, FM4 was legally recognized as an orga-
nization under the name “Dignidad y Justicia en el Camino 
A. C.,” thanks to a fundraising campaign on the occasion of 
the event “Community in Solidarity of the Ignatian Univer-
sity Center” by ITESO (the Technological Institute of Higher 
Education of the West). What is more, we initiated a process 
to remodel and expand the CAM (for its spanish acronym).

The steps forward to formalize the organization 
were accompanied by new challenges and bigger respon-
sibilities. In September 2009 we reformulated the internal 
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organization of FM4 by identifying specific areas of work 
and coordination through an organization chart. Due to 
the complexity of the phenomenon of migration, it was 
necessary to articulate our work more formally and to 
absorb the experiences of other organizations at the na-
tional level, through the integration of FM4 Paso Libre in 
the Migration Forum. The Migration Forum is a network 
made of 40 (and more) civil, academic and activist orga-
nizations that work directly with the reality of migration. 
It is a space of dialogue, analysis and condemnation with 
the aim of having an impact on the defense of migrants’ 
human rights.

Aside from the challenges that confronted the organi-
zation, given its new legally recognized status and its new 
infrastructure, the opening of the CAM on the 10th May 
2010 also generated a powerful process of maturation. In 
general, the dynamics of intervention through “voluntary 
work,” as had been done until then, were at this point 
insufficient. The CAM would require at least 4 to 5 people 
every day to provide services between 4 and 7 pm. Up to 
this point, we had not had permanent costs, besides paying 
the gas bills of Ms. Adela. However, with the opening of 
CAM, the necessity arose to support the costs of electricity, 
water and gas, so we had to temporarily give priority to our 
economic stability. Our focus on the issue of insecurity, 
which involved kidnapping, organized crime and criminal-
ization of migrants as well as of the defenders of migrants 
rights, meant that we had to take actions in order to create 
conditions of security for migrants and volunteers in the 

CAM. In the meantime, in November, the first institutional 
report on the matter was presented. It described the steps 
forwards taken in the “Diagnostic of Central American 
Migration going through the Metropolitan Zone of Guada-
lajara” and was done in partnership with the Human Rights 
and Peace Program of ITESO.

By January 2011 we were included in the Jesuit Mi-
grant Service Network and in April FM4 Paso Libre took 
the position of Technical Secretary of the Migration Forum. 
This recognition established the position of FM4 at the 
national level, paying credit to our own efforts to profes-
sionalize our work. During 2011, we accompanied two 
migrants, Moisés and Donnys, through different legal pro-
cesses related to their migration experiences. We worked 
with Moisés to obtain his humanitarian visa on the grounds 
of the violence he witnessed, together with the filing of his 
criminal charges. In the case of Donnys, a migrant who lost 
his leg in Guadalajara, we collaborated with the Interna-
tional Red Cross (IRC) through its prosthesis program for 
Central American migrants, so that he could obtain a non-
immigrant visa, which allowed him to travel to Tapachula to 
receive his prosthesis.

The end of 2011 brought with it the need for a personal 
evaluation of our work. This process induced us to go through 
a five month process (from January to May 2012) in which 
we created a five year strategic plan. Our vision and mission 
were redesigned to reflect the new areas of work. We focused 
our objectives on counteracting the humanitarian emergency 
of migration as well as on the lack of solidarity and the crimi-
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nalization of migrants. We wanted to fill the information gap 
around the topic, and to find resources to sustain our work. 
In this way, four distinct areas of work emerged: attention 
and services, outreach, investigation and institutional de-
velopment. During the first semester of the year we began 
a project with a French organization to provide free phone 
calls to migrants through the internet, as a way to diminish 
the disappearance and separation of migrants from their 
families. Furthermore, during this year, we started operating 
the database which is coordinated by the Jesuit Service for 
Migrants and is used by about 16 migrant shelters and food 
centers throughout Mexico. It helps to generate and homolo-
gating data and surveys, making it easier to track migrants 
during their journey and to address questions of security.

This position brought with it new areas and forms of 
organizing ourselves that began to operate in June 2012, 
and that have rendered significant results within less than 
one year of their initiation. In 2013 we were awarded a 
grant which allowed us to create a better sense of stability, 
continuity and consistency in key areas of the organization. 
In addition, in April 2013 FM4 Paso Libre was able to move 
into a proper office to perform the administrative work that 
needs to be carried on outside the CAM.

That same year, 2013, proved to be full of national 
and international developments concerning migration. The 
knowledge, experience and professionalism we acquired 
through FM4 Paso Libre allowed us to have an influence on 
different aspects of the issue. On one hand, we joined the 

PND-Migration Collective, a network of more than 80 orga-
nizations in Mexico, the United States and Central America, 
with the objective of creating a National Development Plan 
for migration. The Collective has incorporated the technical 
capacities, experiences and different agendas of organiza-
tions that work on a number of aspects and topics concern-
ing migration, its causes and consequences. The experience 
of this collective has been extremely useful to draft national 
policy proposals as well as local policy initiatives in order to 
address the humanitarian emergency in Jalisco.

Moreover, the Migration Forum and Migration-PND 
Collective networks, among others, have developed posi-
tion papers, which include proposals from FM4 Paso Libre 
and are of additional utility in influencing and positioning 
national and international policy.

The first international event that FM4 Paso Libre 
participated in was the Regional Consulate “Realizing the 
Future that we want in Latin America and the Caribbean: 
Towards an Agenda of Development Post 2015,” held in 
Guadalajara from the 17th to the 20th of April. At this 
event, FM4 Paso Libre had the opportunity to collectively 
work with a number of organizations from diverse net-
works.
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Lord I want to ask you if what I’ve lived means anything?
-A maimed man.
-Women raped.
When does the slaughter become boring news for people?...
Our way is a bloody hunt.
Our blood covers the Mexican lands.
Our destination, a kidnapping and pain for our families...
Lord, take me on a train heading to heaven
and do not ask me if I have visa, do me, 
do not hit me, that’s all I ask.

A song, Ernesto and Vicente, Migrants
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III. The Uncertain Routes of Migration 

There are 7 billion people in the world, and one out of 
seven is a migrant. Migrants, as a matter of fact, constitute a 
big category of people striving for a better life: immigrants, 
temporary workers, students, circular migrants, refugees, 
internally displaced communities and stateless people, 
among others. Their influence is real and noticeable; if the 
more than 200 million international migrants created one 
state, it would be the fifth most populated country in the 
world. The amount of monetary support sent by migrants 
to their native homes exceeds 400 billion US dollars each 
year (OIM, 2010).

An Examination of the Profiles of Migrants in 
Order to Understand Transmigration through 
GMA
As was mentioned previously, part of FM4 Paso Libre’s work 
is direct humanitarian attention given to migrants through 
the CAM. This work has permitted us to classify the charac-

teristics of Central American migration who use the Western 
route of the country, specifically the Pacific railways route. 
Conscious of the fact that migration does not follow linear 
or unambiguous parameters in terms of choice, we hope to 
use this reflection based on quantitative data to highlight 
the reality of the Pacific route, made of events, facts and 
situations. In practical terms, the data here included comes 
from a total of 10,588 questionnaires taken in the CAM 
from May 2010 until May of 2013. In relation to the validity 
and statistical accuracy of the sample, we are aware of the 
problems derived from statistical information, which can 
bring about generalizations (Massey, et al., 1991:15). It is 
therefore important to stress that our data is not represen-
tative of the total population of migrants in transit that cir-
culate through the Western route. According to estimations, 
approximately 70% of the migrant population that passes 
through Guadalajara arrives to the CAM. Therefore, the 
following data presents an approximation of this social phe-
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nomenon and its dynamics, which is reflected in the statistics 
generated on the basis of the database of FM4 Paso Libre.

Finally, the methodology used is based on two levels 
of analysis: a) quantitative data generated in the database; 
and b) qualitative data derived from the conversations and 
in-depth interviews with migrants in transit, community 
members living along the train route, state agents (munici-
pal police), members of the social pastor parishes, priests, 
and business owners among others.

The first thing to highlight is that we attended to 10,588 
migrants, in 3 years of services (May 2010-May 2013). They 
were distributed in the following manner: 804 in 2010, 3 
126 in 2 011, 4 609 in 2 012 and 2 049 between January 
and May 2013. Taking into account the 140 thousand mi-
grants in transit without documents through Mexico since 
2010 (Ver INM, 2012) or the 400 million estimated by civil 
organizations, we can infer that it is a limited percentage 
of migrants who uses this route. However, our surveys 
show an increase, which could show an escalation of the 
migratory flow of almost 400% between 2010 and 2011, 
150% between 2011 and 2012 and a continuation of this 
tendency for 2013. We are realists but we point out that, 
even though such estimations are not verifiable in reality, 
we are interested in stressing that the Pacific route is being 
increasingly used by transmigrants headed towards the 
United States, as well as those who are transiting in reverse 
(those who are headed towards their communities of origin, 
as will be explained in more detail further on).

According to our information, migrants using this 
railroad route are almost purely male: only 6% of migrants 
we attended to are women. These migrants come from the 
historic region of transmigration in Central/North America: 
43% from Honduras, 14.9% from Guatemala, 9.6% from El 
Salvador and 1.5% from Nicaragua.

According to our data, the second largest group of 
migrants, after those from Honduras, were those from 
Mexico, at 30.2%.

It is important to emphasize that a high number of 
Mexicans using the train as a means of transportation has 
now added to the already well-known and historic —yet, 
invisible— migration from Central America. The majority  
of our sample is made up of blue-collar workers, including: 
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carpenters, welders, bakers, electricians, plumbers, agricul-
tural workers and ranchers, as well as workers from the ser-
vice industry such as bus drivers, waiters and taxi drivers. 
A smaller 10% is made of migrants who have professional 
degrees (graphic designers, artists, writers, engineers, 
chefs, administrators), but who have been unable to find 
work in their respective fields.

We highlight the above data as evidence of our hypoth-
esis that life is becoming increasingly precarious across di-
verse sectors and geographical regions. These circumstances 
are not new, as they have constituted reality for the last two 
decades, which have been characterized by severe financial 
crises joined with the corollary logic of increasing poverty 
in our country, an important factor that contributes to mi-
gration. As affirmed by De Grammont (2003), Mexican 
migration consists of vulnerable groups whose civic rights 
are not being respected, since they do not have access to the 
labor market and are affected by an unjust distribution of, 
in this case, national wealth.

We also want to highlight what could be the transfor-
mation of the social capital logic in the places of origin of 
the Mexican migrant population. We understand social cap-
ital as the combination of values and ties between people, 
and even institutions, that are needed for the successful 
pursuit of a specific objective. Together with social capital, 
economic capital has diminished too. In the past decade, 
people migrating from their homes had the possibility to 
borrow money or to pawn things and later pay for it, thanks 

to their period of working in the United States. However, 
nowadays, according to the experience shared by migrants 
we attended to, even being landowners and having basic 
professional skills does not allow them to reach the neces-
sary income level to travel through paid transportation 
such as buses, cars or planes. The train, then, becomes the 
only alternative to reach the United States.

People from various different nationalities make up 
for the last 1% of our sample, led by Ecuador, Columbia, 
Belize, Costa Rica, Panama, Cuba, Peru, Puerto Rico, Bo-
livia, the Dominican Republic and the United States. Those 
from the US are children of migrants who were born in the 
country but, because of ignorance or negligence, were never 
guaranteed their right to the US (or Canadian) citizenship. 
Whether they have committed an administrative error or 
have been trapped in a migration raid, once they are caught, 
and if they cannot show supporting documents which ac-
credit their nationality, they are sent to Mexico where they 
do not have any networks or ties. They are either far away 
from their family members, or practically out of touch with 
them. Furthermore, they often have to return to rural 
communities where the lives of their extended family are 
extremely different from what they were used to, as they 
might have been, for example, students in the US. Language 
barriers for those who speak little Spanish also add to this 
complexity.

Of the total migrant population that we have attended 
to in this period, 83.4% said they were traveling to the 
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United States, a number that breaks down as follows: 91.6% 
Hondurans, 90.3% Guatemalans, 90.6% Salvadorans, 89% 
Nicaraguans, and 65.6% Mexicans. The other final destina-
tions mentioned by migrants break down as follows: Mexico 
at 14.2%, Honduras at 1.1%, Canada at 0.6%, Guatemala at 
0.5%, and El Salvador at 0.2%. Faced with these numbers the 
question arises: “where do those who decide to stay or travel 
within Mexico come from?”. The answer, according to our 
statistics, is the following: 8.4% of Hondurans, 9.7% of Gua-
temalans, 9.4% of Salvadorans, 11% of Nicaraguans. From 
what we can confirm from interviews with 731 migrants, 
almost 10% of the migrant flow from Central America that 
passes through the GMA hopes to stay in Mexico.

Within this group, there are those who decide to remain 
for some time within the border in order to make sure they 
have the right economic conditions or receive money from 
their families in the US, so that they can pay for their cross-
ing with a coyote (“a people smuggler”). They have often 
had to deal with circumstances of violence and insecurity 
in their route, having been assaulted by organized crime 
after paying the quota for a transit to another point of the 
country, or even extorted money from an authority figure. 
Among the Mexican migrants who are migrating internally 
within Mexico, 34.4% of those we met used the train as 
their primary mode of transport in the country. Most come 
from the southern states of the country and head north in 
order to take part in agricultural work in Sinaloa, Sonora, 
and Baja California. However, there is also a large number 

of deported Mexicans who use the train on their journey 
back to their native states, as we will show later on.

The age demographics of the population we attended 
to at the CAM is the following: 34.3% were between 18 and 
26 years old, 34.2% between 27 and 36 years old with an 
average age of 31 years old. Minors between the ages of 0 
and 17 years old constituted 4.1% of the migrant popula-
tion, while 16.9% were between 37 and 45 years old, 7.2% 
between 46 and 54 years old, 2% between 55 and 63 years 
old, and 0.5% 64 or older. (GRAPH 1.)

Graph 1 shows the breakdown of countries and ages 
of the sample. In the first three age segments, Hondurans 
make up the majority of minors migrating, while the 
amount of Mexican migrants in the following categories 
increases considerably.

We attended to 22 cases of children from 0 to 11 years 
old who were accompanied by adults in transit, while there 
were 2 cases of 12 year olds, 4 cases of 13 year olds, 27 cases 
of 14 year olds, 12 cases of 15 year olds, 13 cases of 16 year 
olds, and 23 cases of 17 year olds who basically came on 
their own, without family members or other supporting 
figures during their travels.

The destination of 35% of minors ranging between 0 
and 17 years old was the United States with 20% headed 
for California, 9% for Texas, and 5% for Arizona. In the case 
of women migrants, their final destination varied greatly. 
Our sample highlights that 41.2% of women did not have 
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GRAPH 1. AGE RANGE BY COUNTRY OF ORIGIN

SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION FROM THE DBFM4.
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a particular state to which they were headed, while the rate 
of women migrating to the northern states of Mexico was 
1.3%. The following table shows the rates of migration to 
the states of California, Texas, Arizona, Baja California, New 
York, Florida, Sinaloa, and Sonora. From 260 interviewees, 
85.7% came to the GMA by themselves while 14.3% were 
accompanied by a partner. There is another factor that must 
be considered in the analysis of women migrating: while the 
vast majority leave their place of origin alone, others are 
separated from their partners en route, due, for example, to 
the difficulty of getting on and off the train. (MAP 2)

The majority of migrants coming through the MAC 
are single. From the total of migrants we attended to, as a 
matter of fact, 53.6% did not have a partner, 15.2% were in 
an open relationship, 14% were formally married through 
the church or state, 5.3% were divorced, 2.2% widowed, and 
almost 10% declined to respond to the question. As previ-
ously mentioned, the GMA is part of the railway corridor 
from the Pacific. Migrants coming to the CAM have been, 
on average, traveling for 20.5 days from their place of origin 
before arriving in Guadalajara, with a range that goes from 
1 to 365 days, with atypical cases of up to 1480 days.

Of the total sample, 19.7% have not had access to edu-
cation, 24.5% have had 6 years of education, 8.3% have had 
9 years, 13% gained access to 12 years, 3.1% had only one 
year of schooling, and 3.6% had more than 12 years of formal 
education. We found that the population was fundamentally 
divided between those who had access to basic education and 

those who did not education. Women migrants generally had 
little or no access to schooling. (GRAPH 2)

The number of people that economically depend on 
women migrants is 1.2 on average, while for men the aver-
age is 1.7 dependents. It is necessary to mention that the 
nuclear group of people who depend on the migrant’s job 
is not only made up of children, but also mothers, fathers, 
grandparents or uncles/aunts. (GRAPH 3)

The total of the percentages in graph 3 is not 100%, 
because destinations for women can be both in Mexico and 
in the US. As shown in the graph, Honduras is also a place of 
destination, since some of the interviewed women decided 
to return to their country of origin after witnessing the 
adverse circumstances of the migratory route.

The Face of Transmigration
It is clear that migration contributes to the cultural rich-
ness of societies, but at the same time it also brings great 
challenges, not just for the sending countries, regions, ci-
ties, communities and families, but also for the countries of 
transit and destination. It is because of this, that working 
for a free and dignified transition constitutes a challenge 
of huge proportions. We do not only hope to alleviate and 
understand the phenomenon of migration, but also to 
contribute to the processes of dignifying the basic vital, 
social and labor conditions of those who decide to emigrate.

Getting on the train and traveling, alone or in a group, 
is not easy. Extreme weather conditions, the vulnerability 
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MAP 2. ATTENDED MIGRANTS’ ORIGINS AND DESTINATIONS
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GRAPH 2. PERCENT OF MIGRANTS BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION FROM THE DBFM4. 
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SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION FROM THE DBFM4

GRAPH 3. DESTINATIONS OF WOMEN MIGRANTS 2010-2013
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derived from the possibility of being stuck or hit by the 
train, the lack of food and water, are only some of the 
various dangers that migrants have to deal with. Adding to 
the exhaustion, wounds, criminalization and extortions by 
the Mexican authorities, it is clear how the route becomes 
extremely tortuous and a real nightmare for whoever de-
cides to take the journey. However, notwithstanding border 
security both in Mexico and the United States, hundreds 
of migrants continue to leave their home countries daily 
to find a more viable life. The explicit structural violence, 
together with poverty, unemployment and crime rates 
in their home countries, as well as other factors like the 
reunification of relatives and the return after deportation, 
are all stronger than the risks and conditions that confront 
migrants as they strive to reach their goals.

“I spent one month searching, searching for work, and 
I didn’t find any, I just couldn’t. So I told my wife: 
“Enough, I am going to get out of here!” It is not easy, 
to suffer, to watch so much death happen, to go 
without money, without anything. I left with the idea 
of finding work because everyone in Honduras is 
dying of hunger. I am 50 years old and I have never 
made this trip before. However, I had to get the drive 
to travel. Because my children are dying, God knows 
I have to try and move forward.”

(Honduran Migrant, 50 years old)

Our experience shows that migrants are prepared to 
risk their lives to change the conditions of their families 
who remain in their place or origin. For this reason, the 
migration towards the US is seen as an engine of economic 
prosperity and, in spite of the “big test”, which for many is 
through Mexico, it seems like an opportunity to improve 
their conditions of personal security, together with their 
affective relationships and the hope of a fulfilling future.

These are the expectations of the journey, but it is neces-
sary to consider the real conditions in which they will arrive. 
Their incorporation will depend largely (not always, and not 
everywhere) on two things: the networks and contacts they 
have in their destination and the capacities and abilities that 
they demonstrate, above all in the labor field. For the latter, 
the abilities and work resources that they already had in 
their places of origin are of vital importance. Our database 
demonstrates that we can group migrants in accordance with 
their occupations in order to better understand their work 
characteristics, as it is shown below. (GRAPH 4.)

Our sample indicates that 94% of the population 
were unemployed while the rest was not part of the Active 
Economic Population, which is to say that for some reason 
they have migrated from their country of origin without 
work experience, having been housewives, students, or 
simply not having found employment. As was recounted 
by a 24-year-old Honduran, “It was complicated, all aspects 
of life are more difficult there. I made the decision because I felt 
suffocated, without work, without money, without anything”.
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The most prominent occupations for migrants are in 
the commercial field and in that of building constructions. 
The primary sector, with agriculture and ranching, ranks as 
the second. The third most common sector is the secondary 
one, integrated by work in industrial factories or, in general, 
in the industrial field. The tertiary sector constitutes the 
biggest portion of the graph, with the highest percentage, 
as it is in this sector that more than double the population 
of the other sectors works. From the testimonies collected 
at the CAM, we observed that some transmigrants in their 
community of destination work in the same labor sector 
as that of their community of origin. However, even if the 
occupation and the working days are the same in both loca-
tions, the salaries in the place of destination are generally 
higher.

Obstacles, Strategies and Decisions During the 
Journey: The Western Route as Plan A, B and C
Previously, we discussed how the railroad routes are 
arranged through the country. Now we will focus on 
illustrating the characteristics and reasons for choosing 
the Pacific Route, which goes through the Guadalajara.

The findings over the choice of route reveal an over-
view of the obstacles that confront the migrants embarking 
on the journey to the North, and in particular the risks and 
difficulties of the routes of the Gulf and Central. According 
to the testimonies collected in the database, the Western 
route is the best one, as far as safety (avoiding thefts, extor-
tions and other violations of human rights) is concerned. 

All the interviewed people recognized the problems and 
issues involved in the journey, but they highlighted that, 
through the social networks that each migrant can count 
on, there are ways to foresee certain dangers. The Pacific 
Route, until a little more than six years ago, was not very 
crowded, as it is the longest, with 4 137 km to travel before 
getting to the last station, in Mexicali.

The following graph shows the reasons to choose the 
Western route, as highlighted by the people who came to 
the CAM between 2010 and 2013. (GRAPH 5.)

In spite of the fact that the Pacific route is the longest, 
54% of migrants choose it for reasons of security, in order 
to avoid the Gulf or Central routes, known as being danger-
ous and occupied by organized crime.

It is necessary to clarify that this decision is not 
only based on the presence of organized crime, as mi-
grants are also trying to avoid violence inflicted by the 
authorities: robberies and coercive force of the judicial 
power, perpetuated by the municipal, state, federal and 
migration police.

Another factor to highlight is the cost of travel, de-
rived from travelling through the longest route. Hundreds 
of migrants arriving in the CAM do not actually know the 
geographic scale of Mexico, and they think they are much 
closer to the border than they actually are. When they learn 
that they are barely at the midpoint of their route, many 
migrants lose the will to continue their journey.
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GRAPH 4. ECONOMIC SECTOR OF THE OCCUPATION OF MIGRANTS 
INTERVIEWED IN THE CAM 2010-2013

SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION FROM THE DBFM4.
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“Nothing, nothing, I thought that the route was shorter, 
but for me it has become very long. I used to say: “it 
is not far from here,” twenty one days since I left...
Tranquility too, this trip is dangerous, you can lose 
your life like this, you can die.” 

(Nicaraguan, 30 years old)

Among the migrants interviewed, 16% of them said 
they were taking the Pacific route without knowing why, 
traveling randomly, by pure chance. They take the first 
train they can, without considering where it goes, just 
trying to always move closer and closer to the northern 
border. On the other hand, 15% of them use this route 
because it was the route they had intended to use since the 
beginning and it was part of their original plan, while 5% 
of those interviewed only knows this route, as they have 
used it before or simply because they had not considered 
any other options. In addition there is another 5% whose 
decision was based on advice from someone in their place 
of origin or during the route. Finally, the remaining 5% of 
the interviewed people say that they took this route be-
cause it brings them to a place where the border crossing is 
easier; because of deception by someone with whom they 
travel or to whom they asked about routes and distances 
on the way; to save money on the journey as they take the 
train for free; or because they have been deported and are 
returning to their home.

Accompanying Migrants on a Complicated 
Journey
A part of the services offered in the CAM is the attention to 
the health needs of migrants. According to the data obtained 
from the FM4 database, we can state that 64% of the popula-
tion that came to the CAM between 2010 and 2013 arrived in 
the GMA with some type of discomfort or sickness. The health 
problems migrants are affected by are shown in the (GRAPH 6.)

Among the interviewed population, 53% percent suf-
fered from non-infectious respiratory problems such as fe-
ver, cold and cough, generally due to the constant exposure 
to the severe weather conditions while riding on the train 
or sleeping outdoors. Another 12% is made of infectious 
illnesses, either respiratory or digestive, and which would 
require specialized treatment.

Exhaustion is a recurring problem, with 27% of mi-
grants mentioning an extreme level of tiredness. Although 
it is not strictly an illness, this condition constitutes an 
important risk for migrants. For example Edwin, a 21 year 
old Honduran migrant, fell from the train while entering 
Guadalajara because he had gone an entire week without 
eating or sleeping decently. He lost his left arm and frac-
tured his spine, which prevented him from continuing 
his journey. Our database shows that 8% of people who 
pass through the MAC come with some type of injury or 
fracture. We also encountered cases of people with injuries 
or fractures outside of the context of the center, as is the 
case of René, a 32 year old migrant from Guatemala, who 
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GRAPH 5. REASONS FOR CHOOSING THE PACIFIC ROUTE

SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION FROM THE DBFM4.
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SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION FROM THE DBFM4.

GRAPH 6. HEALTH CONDITIONS OF ATTENDED MIGRANTS 2010-2013
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have accidents in the GMA. As we previously mentioned, 
the CICR has a prostheses program for Central Americans, 
and we have sent them three migrants from Guadalajara. 
There, these migrants could receive prostheses for their 
limbs and then either enter the Albergue del Buen Pastor 
(“Shelter of the Good Shepherd”) in Tapachula, or return to 
their countries of origin.

Lazos Libres, Life-Changing Calls
The daily contact with the reality of migrants has given us 
the possibility to identify many needs and act quickly in 
order to attend to them. Given the increasing uncertainty 
of transitory migration due to the level of insecurity in 
the country, we agreed on the necessity to offer a service 
that would allow migrants to have immediate communi-
cation with their families, so that they can inform them 
about their location and the situation in which they find 
themselves. This gives certainty and consolation to the fa-
milies who are waiting anxiously to hear from their family 
members. Due to general insecurity in the journey, it is 
necessary that one of the volunteers listens to the calls 
so as to make sure that they are not used for any wrong-
doing. The project, Lazos Libres (“Free Ties”) was created 
thanks to a partnership we made with a French NGO 
called Telecoms Sans Frontieres (“Telecommunications 
without Borders”), which provides economic support for 
humanitarian services using information and commu-
nication technologies. Telecoms Sans Frontieres covered 

we found in the foyer of a church next to the Civil Hospital 
of Guadalajara. He had been beaten and robbed, and was 
suffering from extremely infected wounds. After receiving 
medical attention his test results showed that he had con-
tracted HIV. Because of his medical condition, he decided to 
go back to Guatemala and FM4 helped him buy a bus ticket.

These cases are only some of those that we have ex-
perienced at FM4 Paso Libre. Since 2008, when the case of 
Esthela was the first case of a migrant in an emergency situ-
ation being helped in Guadalajara, we have examined ways 
to offer dignified recovery options. However, these medical 
cases have been some of the most complicated issues that 
FM4 Paso Libre has confronted.

The pain that migrants face, when they have an accident 
or they lose a limb, is not only the physical one, but also the 
one linked to the need to change plans and to hold back their 
dreams. Working in these cases has been one of the hardest 
experience to face, from the humanity point of view, for the 
volunteers of FM4 Paso Libre. Volunteers from religious orders, 
with training and vocational experience working with popula-
tions in situations of extreme misfortune, have been able to col-
laborate with their congregations to support other volunteers 
in working through such tough and emotional experiences. 
FM4 Paso Libre still has a lot of work to do to adequately ac-
company and to provide the right psychological, emotional and 
spiritual support to volunteers and migrants at the MAC.

The work in the institutional area has increased in order 
to open a wider range of options to support migrants who 
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the installation costs of the program and its daily use 
for international calls. The objectives of the program are:

1. To make it possible for migrants who arrive at 
the CAM to make a national or international call;

2. To diminish the economic burden of international 
calls for migrants in Guadalajara, where the cost of 
public phones is among the highest in the world;

3. To serve as a model for other organizations aiding 
migrants in other parts of the country and the 
world, who are currently using calling cards that are 
more costly and do not allow for extended calls.

During almost 15 months of using Sans Frontieres’ 
program, more than 650 migrants have been able to make 
calls home. Young men aged between 18 and 29 constitute 
46% of those making calls. Honduras is the most called 
location with 69% (450 calls), the rest is divided between 
El Salvador at 10%, Guatemala at 10% and Mexico at 2 %. 
The testimonies of both migrants and volunteers show that 
the importance of the program has made a difference in the 
lives of migrants in transit here in Guadalajara.

”Thank you for this call. Being able to speak with those 
I love feeds my spirit and my mind.”

(Luis, Honduran, 26 years old)
”Mom, I will not give myself up to migration and I will 

continue on my way to the United States. Take care”.
(Álvaro, Guatemalan, 16 years old)

”I asked my mom where my children were and she told 
me that they were just in the street,” she says, as she 
begins to cry.

(Daysi Rosales, Salvadoran, 30 years old)

The importance of a phone call for migrants on their 
way through Mexico is noticeable in the statements above. 
Furthermore, it helps understanding the worries and 
anxieties of migrants in transit. The benefits of this service 
are not limited to the migrants and their families. These 
calls also have also given us the ability to see migration 
from a more human perspective taking into account what 
migrants are feeling, thinking or suffering from, as well as 
what angers them, gives them joy, makes them cry or curse:

“In these five minutes, the man regained his strength, 
calmed his spouse, convincing her that he would 
come back, that he would call her from Mexicali. 
At the end, both of them had recovered a sense of 
calmness... those five minutes can make miracles.”

(FM4, anonymous volunteer)
The effective use of the program has allowed migrants 

to reach out to their loved ones, who are still in their home 
countries or who are already living in the destinations 
places. They may not have communicated with their fami-
lies for weeks or months. These calls allow families who are 
separated by great distances to successfully strengthen their 
ties (like lassos, which give the name to the project). As an 
evaluation of this experience, we highlight the importance 
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of information and communication technology during 
migration, as it helps reduce the conditions of vulnerability 
in which migrants find themselves. These calls also act as 
efficient responses to humanitarian crises, while promoting 
the rights of migrating people.

Tendencies Around the Complexity of Forced 
Return and Voluntary Comeback
In practice, since 2013, the number of deportations has 
risen, as demonstrated by the number of migrants who 
are currently using the train as a way to return to their 
home locations or who were deported back to their home 
countries and are now, once again, crossing Mexico on 

their way back to the US. Our experience confirms what 
is argued by Estrada (2011), namely that “the moment 
of deportation represents a breakdown in the labor 
trajectories of migrants.” Apart from the labor rupture 
that occurs when a person migrates, familial, social and 
cultural structures are also broken. This exacerbates 
the situation of risk, because these ties are often the 
most vital ones for a migrant’s successful passage.

Of the total number of migrants attended to from 
2010 to 2013, 38% were deported at least once. Of these, 
56% were found and deported somewhere in Mexico and 
44% when they were already in the US. It should be noted 
that, although only Mexicans, in theory, can be deported to 
Mexico, experience has shown that there are Central Ameri-
cans who have literally been left on the border between 
US and Mexico, without support or any kind of advice, 
sometimes even in the middle of the night. When they find 
themselves in a new situation of vulnerability, the train is 
one of the most viable resources to come closer to another 
part of the border, or to start the “inverse” or “southward” 
transit. Having been left in the Mexican territory on the 
border of Baja California or Sonora, they use the Pacific 
route to return to the place they originally left, or to find 
another crossing point to the United States, in order to re-
unite with their families or to find work as soon as possible.

Laws such as Arizona SB1070, signed by the state 
government in April 2010, are partly the cause for the 
increase in the number of deportations. This law gives local 
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police the permission to detain any person who they believe 
could potentially be living in the US without documenta-
tion. Local police are therefore given the authority that 
migration officers generally have: the possibility to check 
the legal status of any person they have suspicion to believe 
is undocumented. In order to represent the geographic 
impact of these deportations, we have created the follow-
ing map of the United States, where we highlight in which 
states Mexicans have encountered the highest incidences of 
deportation (MAP 3).

According to the database, the states of Texas, Arizona 
and California rank highest for the deportation of migrants 
in the United States. In Mexico, the state of Chiapas ranks 
first for deportation numbers due to the key position it 
plays in containing the southern border. This is followed by 
Veracruz, as the state is the place where the two southern 
rail routes join before continuing to the North, and there-
fore forms an integral part of the train transit corridor for 
migrants. Northern Baja California also ranks high due to 
its position as a border state along the Pacific Route. Finally, 
Mexico City ranks relatively high too.

The development of initiatives focused on reinforcing 
the southern border of the United States, and increasing 
the number of personnel to guard it, has been closely 
linked to the rise in the number of deportations from the 
US. By the end of George W. Bush’s second presidential 
term, the US had emphasized deportations of people in ir-
regular situations, with around one million undocumented 

migrants returning to their countries of origin during his 
presidential term (see ICE, 2013). Many were deported 
because they committed administrative offences or non-
violent misdemeanors, such as driving under the influence 
of alcohol, or other driving-related violations. The program 
originally created for catching undocumented criminals 
in order to increase security in the US ended up focusing 
on residents who commit minor crimes, in order to satisfy 
rising political pressures. The following testimony describes 
the approach described above:

“I was there from 2005 until 2007, now I am trying 
to return. They deported me to Honduras and I am 
now trying to get back. They caught me without 
papers, but I have to go back because in Honduras 
you can only make enough money for your kids to 
eat but you can’t make enough to give them clothes 
or to send them to school. Salaries are so low here 
and everything is so expensive... [In the US] you work 
and you can send them money, 200 or 250 dollars 
biweekly, they can buy clothes, food for two weeks, 
shoes, and you actually feel that you have economic 
security.”

(Honduran migrant, 32 years)

During Barack Obama’s government, the number of 
deportations has risen to nearly 400 thousand per year. 
During his mandate so far, nearly a 1,700,000 migrants 
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 MAP 3. MIGRANTS’ LAST DEPORTATION PLACE
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have been deported (ICE, 2013), exceeding the figures 
of G. W. Bush. It is also important to stress the manner 
in which they carry out the deportations in Mexico and 
in the US. For example, in Mexico, they use the term 
´lodging´, or ´voluntary repatriation´, which consists 
in asking the migrant to sign a document in which they 
accept ´voluntarily´ to leave the country so as to avoid 
administrative issues. In the US, on the other hand, the 
migrant is detained before being deported. The detention 
can last days, weeks or months before they can be “free”, 
with the conditions that, if they are caught again, the 
jail sanction will be much stricter. The legal jargon helps 
visualize the strategies of containment, management and 
punishment of migration. This policy has been successful 
in both countries. Interestingly, in Baja California, the fo-
cus of the shelters for migrants has changed considerably. 
Whereas before they were spaces for the care of the people 
who were passing with the intention to cross, now those 
attended are often deported people.

Violence on the Journey: Crimes and Human 
Rights Violations
The following section will show the degree of vulnerability 
of transmigrants in the face of factors of violence and the 
amount of organized crime they are confronted with. The 
sample was based on 1813 cases, recorded in our databa-
se, who responded positively to the following question: 
“Have you suffered any aggression during your journey?”

It is important to highlight the methodology we used 
to document human rights violations faced by migrants 
in Mexico, which relies on the analysis of specific cases 
(i(dh)eas, 2011). For practical reasons, we understand a 
case to be “something that takes place, with a beginning 
and an end, and that continues until it reaches its logical 
conclusion; it can be treated as just one act, as a series of 
related acts or as a combination of related acts that take 
place at the same time” (I(dh)eas 2011:7). An act, on the 
other hand, “is a single movement or action, committed 
by one person (either individual or as a group) towards 
another” (I(dh)eas 2011:7).

With a legal perspective, it is fundamental to mark out 
in which moment an assault brings together the procedural 
elements necessary for it to be conceptualized as a violation 
of human rights, and when, instead, it was a crime or an 
administrative fault.

In practical terms, administrative faults are behaviors 
that affect the public order of the community in question, 
without violating the property, health or possession of the 
people that constitute that community. In these cases, the 
conduct is punished with economic fines that are linked, 
on occasion, to arrests, no longer than 36 hours (Victoria, 
2009). In contrast, crimes are all the actions or omissions 
(among individuals) that are anti-juridical, typical and 
punishable by law (Plascencia Villanueva, 2004:31).

We can only talk about human rights violations when 
an abuse is carried out by government agent (no matter the 
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jurisdiction or the responsibility of their public post), who, 
through their actions, complicity or omissions, affect the 
human dignity of the offended person.

By the same token, human rights violations could be 
the result of: a) an action - when an authority utilizes violent 
‘coercive’ methods, or direct physical and verbal threats; b) 
acquiescence - when a person without official powers affects 
the physical or moral integrity with the permission of the 
police, prosecution staff or judges; and, finally, c) omission 
of action - when a government authority is aware of actions 
towards a person or group that could damage their physical 
or mental integrity, yet does nothing to stop or prevent 
them (Vitoria, 2009:33).

From Illegality to the Administrative Offense
Human mobility is a basic human right established in the 
13th article of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
which states two main principles: a) Everyone has the right 
to freedom of movement and residence within the borders 
of each state and b) Everyone has the right to leave any 
country, including his own, and to return to his country. 
This view is not new, however, as it stems from the idea 
of the Ius Migrandi, stated by Fray Francisco of Vitoria 
in his speeches called Relectiones de Indis (“Reports on 
India”), pronounced in Salamanca in 1539 (Vitale, 2004).

In the case of Mexico, the fulfillment of the right to 
human mobility is still far from being applied, even if, 
in the last decade, the issue has received some space in 
political and legislative agendas, thanks to the pressure 
of Non-Governmental, local (Sin Fronteras, Instituto de 
Estudios y Divulgación sobre Migración —INEDIM—, Fun-
dar —Centro de Análisis e Investigación—, Frontera con 
Justicia A. C., Dimensión Pastoral de la Movilidad Humana 
—DPMH—) and international (Amnesty International) 
organizations towards the federal governments concerned. 
A first step towards this was made in 2003, when Mexico 
ratified the International Convention on the Protection of 
the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their 
Families. One of the main principles of the Convention 
is the shared responsibility between countries that expel 
migrants and countries that receive them back, together 
with the principle of not criminalizing the status of mi-
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grants. With this in mind, during a visit to Mexico in March 
2008, Jorge Bustamante, in his position of UN Special 
Rapporteur on the Rights of  Migrants, noted that the ar-
ticles between 118 and 125 of the General Population Law 
stipulated that the parties connected to migration could be 
subject to criminal proceedings, and they remained in force 
up to that day. This part of the General Law categorized 
undocumented migrants as criminals, with sentences that 
could go up to ten years of prison (Bustamante 2009:7).

Possibly as a result of the visit by the Special Rappor-
teur, there has been a boomerang effect in Mexico, noted 
by Anaya (2012:31). In a context which is unfavorable for 
organizations that defend human rights, as they cannot 
lobby government representatives, these organizations find 
support among external parties (in this case, the UN), in 
order to stop the violation of fundamental rights (Anaya, 
2012:32). Considering what happened, the LGP was sub-
stantially modified in April 2008, repealing the articles 
that criminalized migration. On the other hand, three years 
after this modification to Mexican law, the Constitution 
was reformed fundamentally to include human rights in 
the legislation. With the new legal system, the Mexican gov-
ernment vowed to respect, protect and guarantee human 
rights for all people, without distinction or discrimination. 
However, this reform actually had a negative effect for 
migration, as it permitted the detention of migrants on the 
basis of article 33 of the Carta Magna, where it is established 
that “the Executive of the Union, after a hearing, can legally 

expel foreign people out of the national territory. The ad-
ministrative procedure, such as the place and the duration 
of the possible detention, will be regulated by legislation” 
(Sin Fronteras, 2013).

Finally, Mexico enacted its Migration Law (2011) and 
its Regulations (2012), in an attempt to regulate migration 
in the country. While this, in theory, represented a step 
forward in the protection and safeguarding of human rights 
for all migrants, in practice these legal instruments are 
used as an extension of United States’ deterrent migration 
policy. In this respect, we can note that the Migration Law 
provides for the detention of foreigners in a “migratory 
station” for 15 days, which can be extended to 60 days or 
even indefinitely, when the migrant lodges an appeal or a 
judicial review, all of which severely violates his/her right to 
freedom (Sin Fronteras, 2013).

Violence Seen Through the Data: Ignominy 
Numeralia
The data collected in the database show that, during the 
period of analysis, 78 women and 1,706 men suffered from 
1,813 cases of aggression during their transit through 
Mexico. Seen through a statistical lens, the percentage 
of aggressions directed at women is low (4.6%), as men 
suffered the largest part of the registered assaults (95.4%).

The Central American region is the primary place of 
origin of the victims of human rights abuses, with 66.1% 
of reported cases coming from those countries. Forty 
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percent of reported cases came from Honduras, followed 
by 13% from Guatemala, 9.5% from El Salvador, and 
finally 3.4% from Nicaragua. Mexico is in second place 
with 33.7% of victims. These data help rule out the view 
that places migration in transit through Mexico as purely 
made up of foreigners, the “others,” alienated and distant 
from the national reality. Lastly, the database registers 
the Caribbean region and South American in the last po-
sition, with 0.2% and 0.3% respectively (see graph 7).

In a similar way, after some work with the database, it 
was possible to group assaults committed against migrants 
in transit into five types of crimes, with the following 
frequencies: a) theft 62.9% b) injury 16.8% c) extortion 
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6.6% d) kidnapping 4.9%, and e) sexual assault 1.1% (see 
illustration 8).

Theft is the main type of crime towards both men 
and women, with 60.7% and 2.2% respectively. This crime 
has become so routine in the minds of migrants in transit 
that, at times, they speak about “monetary fees,” instead of 
theft. (GRAPH 8.)

“We roughly have to carry about US$200, preferably 
in US$50 bills, because at each point on the journey 
you have to give money to gang members.”

(Migrant from Honduras, 2013)

The second most frequent crime are injuries, which 
refer to “...not only wounds, grazes, contusions, fractures, 
dislocations and burns, but all alterations to health and 
whatever other damage that left a mark on the human 
body, if those effects were the result of an external cause” 
(par. 1, art. 288, CPF). Hence, 18.3% of men reported 
injuries, while only 1.0% of the injuries were reported by 
women.

This type of assault was often perpetuated by govern-
ment agencies, organized crime and, finally, by locals, as 
reported by a woman originally from El Salto, Jalisco.

“There are times when a train with migrants passes 
through an area, and children from that area throw 
stones at them just for fun.”
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GRAPH 7. THE VICTIMS’ PLACE OF ORIGIN

SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION FROM THE DBFM4.
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In the third place, we found that extortion was 
reported in 108 cases by men and 11 by women. Still, it 
should be noted that, during interviews, in general, it is 
difficult for migrants in transit to accept they have been 
extorted. Many thought they were the victims of robbery, 
as one Honduran told: “In some towns, near Irapuato 
(Guanajuato), we got off the train and they asked us for 
money, otherwise they were going to take us to migration 
officials. In the end we got 500 pesos together and gave 
the money to them. One of them took it, I think he gave 
it to migration officials” (Honduran migrant, 28 years old, 
2013). (GRAPH 9.) 

The next crime on the list is kidnapping, which in legal 
terms is present when “an individual deprives the freedom 
of another, obtaining for himself or a third party ransom or 
any kind of benefit (among others)” (art. 9, LGPSDMS). In 
this sense, our data reveal that these attacks were apparent 
in 82 cases for men (4.5% of the sample), while in 17 occa-
sions the victims were women (0.4%). Based on the above, 
we can confirm that the Pacific and Western routes are not 
excluded from this kind of crime. If we talk about the figures 
of kidnapped migrants, we can even refer to those provided 
by the National Commission of Human Rights (CNDH), 
who reported that, in the period between September 2008 
and February 2009, they have been aware of 198 cases of 
kidnapping of a total of 9,758 migrants (CNDH, 2009). 
What is more, this figure had risen one year later to 11,333 
victims (CNDH, 2011).

Finally, 17 men and 3 women reported being raped, 
which in percentage terms represented 0.9% and 0.2% of 
the sample group.

We realize that these figures fall short of the reality 
faced by migrants in transit. Amnesty International has 
noted that 6 out of every 10 female migrants were victims 
of rape (Amnesty International, 2010), and the CNDH 
has established that rapes and sexual assaults are actually 
related to the abduction of female migrants (CNDH, 2009).
(GRAPH 10)

In order to carry on this analysis, an intersection be-
tween the types of crimes committed and when the events 
occurred was made. As a result of this, we found that rob-
bery increased gradually between 2010-2012: 131 incidents 
in 2010, 257 in 2011 and 329 in 2012. The offense with the 
second-highest number of incidences during this period 
was injuries, with 47 and 63 cases respectively. (GRAPH 11.)

The Agressors’ Identity
During a journey of almost 3,676 km (the distance between 
Tapachula, Chiapas and Mexicali, Baja California), migrants 
in transit have to deal with several geographic and weather-
related obstacles. However, the main problems are aggres-
sions by a) government agents and b) civilian population. 
We have therefore identified that, in 26% of the cases, go-
vernment agents are the perpetrators of direct human rights 
violations. In relation to this piece of information, it is im-
portant to note that transmigrants responded that, among 
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GRAPH 8. PERCENTAGE OF ASSAULTS COMMITTED BETWEEN 2010 AND 2013

SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION FROM THE DBFM4.
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GRAPH 9. NUMBER OF ASSAULTS COMMITTED BETWEEN 2010 AND 2013

SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION FROM THE DBFM4.
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government officials, the “police” (without details around 
the particular responsibility of their position/post) com-
mitted the greatest number of aggressions. There were 169 
cases of women having their rights violated by the “police,” 
while men experienced 178 cases of violations, which cons-
titute 19% percent of these events. It has been noted, in the 
testimonies we received, that police agents sometimes con-
cealed their identity so that they would not be recognized.

“Well they were there, I believe in Veracruz. We were 
buying soft drinks when some police officers came, 
we couldn’t tell where they were from. They wore 
hoods and were armed, their patrol cars didn’t have 
plates. They took our money and brought us to the 
migration station.”

(Honduran migrant, 26 years old, 2013)

Other kinds of government officials are the “security 
guards” of the trains, who perpetrated 5% of the aggres-
sions. In judicial terms, they could be considered civilians 
who act as private security. However, we must remember 
that the Mexican railroad system was privatized in 1997 
under the government of Ernesto Zedillo, in a way so that 
the Mexican government is still the property owner of the 
railroad infrastructure, while the rest was conceded to pri-
vate businesses by the Secretariat of Communication and 
Transportation (SCT) (Capasso Gamboa, 2007).

Therefore, if any employee of these companies is guilty 
of human rights violations against transmigrants who use 

the trains as their means of transportation, we can affirm 
that there is a violation of human rights. This is due to the 
disinterest of the government, joined with the disinterest 
of the SCT, which leads to an omission of the necessary 
checks on the general conditions of the concession. In a 
small amount of 2% of the cases, it has been noted that 
government agents from the National Migration Institu-
tion committed the aggression against transmigrants.

The second group with major incidents of aggressions car-
ried out is the civilian population, which accounted for 49% of 
the abuses. When analyzing this group separately, we found that 
simple troublemakers commit the greatest number of aggres-
sions against migrants. Men account for  18.4% of aggressions 
to this group, while the percentage for women is 18.10%.

“We were sleeping next to the train tracks in Lechería, 
when suddenly this drunk guy woke us up by kicking 
us hard, so we handed over the money we had 
brought. My companion gave him his backpack and I 
gave him 50 pesos. At the end, we saw that he threw 
away the backpack. I don´t know, but I bet that he 
only wanted money in order to keep drinking.”

(Honduran migrant, 29 years old, 2013)

This testimony shows the level of vulnerability of 
migrants in transit. We can, ironically, infer that when 
migrants are exposed to these circumstances, “opportunity 
makes a thief” and any civilian can suddenly become an 
aggressor.
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GRAPH 10. NUMBER OF ASSAULTS COMMITTED FOR EACH TYPE OF CRIME DURING 2009-2013

SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION FROM THE DBFM4.
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GRAPH 11. NUMBER OF CASES AND TYPES OF ACTORS WHO TOOK PART IN THEM BETWEEN 2010 AND 2013

SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION FROM THE DBFM4.
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Furthermore, 13.5% of cases of aggression against 
women and 13.9% against men were carried out by or-
ganized crime. These data confirm the tragic events that 
occurred in San Fernando, Tamaulipas, where 72 migrants 
were assassinated by organized crime members, as well as 
those that occurred in Cadereyta, Nuevo León, where 49 
abandoned bodies were found. The Red Regional Verdad y 
Justicia para las Personas Migrantes reports, after accessing 
public information, that among the migrants found in San 
Fernando and in Cadereyta, there are 197 who have not 
been identified yet (Castillo & Gómez, 2013), which shows 
the lack of information that the Mexican government has, 
as far as transmigration is concerned.

Geographic Data on Violence
To investigate any crime, the police need to determine 
the circumstances of time, manner and space (which we 
discuss below). We know that migrants in transit run 
the risk of being attacked during their travel. However, 
many circumstances, such as violence from various 
Mexican cartels, corruption of government agents at 
all levels and the geographical factor, generate conse-
quences in certain states and municipalities which lead 
to migrants facing a higher number of aggressions.

In our database, the central states (Guanajuato, 
Hidalgo, Mexico, Morelos, Puebla, Querétaro, Tlaxcala) 
present the highest number of attacks, with 22.4% of cases. 
The second region for number of aggressions is the Gulf 

(Tamaulipas, Veracruz and Tabasco), with 13.4% cases. This 
notion is shared by the map prepared by the Executive Sec-
retary of the National System of Public Safety in 2011, in 
which they identified red and yellow focal points in the mu-
nicipalities where the train route crosses that region (CNDH 
2011:42). Our Western region (Nayarit, Jalisco, Colima and 
Michoacán) occupies the third position with 11.6% of at-
tacks, and this highlights that, despite the lower rates of 
migration through our state, migrants are not exempt from 
assaults. The South/Southeast (Guerrero, Oaxaca, Chiapas, 
Campeche, Yucatán and Quintana Roo) presents 11.2% of 
cases, while the North-West (Baja California, Baja Califor-
nia Sur, Sinaloa y Sonora) 10% and, finally the Northern 
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region (Chihuahua, Coahuila, Nuevo León, Durango, San 
Luis Potosí, Zacatecas and Aguascalientes), 1.6% of cases of 
violence against migrants. (GRAPH 12.)

Interpreting the data about the states of Mexico, it 
seems clear that most aggressions against migrants are 
located in five states: Jalisco is ranked as the number one 
state in aggressions against migrants, at 9.7%; the State of 
Mexico comes second at 9.7%; the third state with the most 
aggressions was Veracruz at 9.6%; Sinaloa came in 4th at 
7%; and Guanajuato fifth at 6.7%.

A relevant piece of information from this data is that 
three of the listed states are part of the Western region, 
crossed by “Pacific Route,” from Irapuato, in Guanajuato, 
through Guadalajara, Jalisco, and then Tepic, Nayarit, 
before it finally goes through Mazatlán, in Sinaloa. In this 
sense, our data confirm that the Western region is not safe. 
Finally, the FM4 database indicated that only 6.6% of mi-
grants in transit formally report the aggressions they have 
been subject to. (MAP 4)

|   PHOTOGRAPHER: LONCHO
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GRAPH 12. PERCENTAGE OF MEN AND WOMEN BY REGION OF ORIGIN

SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION FROM THE DBFM4.
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MAP 4. PHYSICAL ASSAULTS AGAINST MIGRANTS BY PLACE OF OCURRENCE
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Migrants from a faraway country walk on
persevering toward a distant longed-for land.
He hopes to someday
reach the promised land healthy, to change his destiny...
Each migrant suffers nostalgia for having left his family,
no matter how many tears, pain and suffering along their way
the migrant will move forward with his head held high 
without losing sight of his destination.
The north is his hope to change his life...

Migrants from a faraway country. Fernando. Nicaragua
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IV. Guadalajara’s Metropolitan area: 
Crossing of Tracks, Crossing  

of Lives

(INEGI, 2010). It is made up of six adjoining municipalities 
(Guadalajara, Zapopan, San Pedro Tlaquepaque, Tlajomul-
co de Zúñiga, Tonalá and El Salto) and two separate ones 
(Juanacatlán and Ixtlahuacán de los Membrillos). The city, 
nicknamed “the Pearl of the Pacific,” is an important cen-
ter for economic, ideological and cultural development. 
By bringing together its history and its identity, it is 
possible to understand that Guadalajara has a “vocation” 
as a centre for tracks and lives crossing. Its very name, 
coming from the Arab word Wuad-al-Hayara (“River of 
the stones”), recalls the idea of a continuous flow. Despite 
numerous unsuccessful attempts at the beginning, the 
establishment of the city was made possible thanks to 
its strategic position. The Valley of Atemajac is positio-
ned facing the sea, the mines and a hinterland which is 
privileged for agriculture and cattle-raising: Guadalajara 
has always been marked by its inherent commercial spirit. 
Even its colloquial name “tapatío” tells us a great deal 
about the city’s nature: a Nahuatl word, it refers to the 
currency that was used in the markets of the colonial city 

This chapter collects three parts that complement each 
other. The first one is a description of the segments of the 
railroad tracks that passes through Guadalajara. The second 
section examines settlements in the so-called “invasion” of 
the federal territory, while the third one looks at different 
actors that find here a refuge for their bodies and activities.

The tracks cross the city and become part of the lives 
of those who live around them; they are places, as the city 
itself, in which meeting people can prove to be a challeng-
ing experience. When migrants in transit enter GMA, they 
enter a physical and social space Whis is not only unknown, 
but also extremely complex, unequal and dynamic. They 
become actors in the city’s reality, among its inhabitants, 
dynamics and rhythms, its pains and its battles.

The Sections of the Railroad Tracks and Their 
Separate Worlds
Guadalajara’s Metropolitan Area (GMA) is located in the  
central western part of the country, is the second largest 
metropolis in Mexico, and has 4.3 million inhabitants 
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and which have endured through time, ending up as a 
way to define the essence of Guadalajara’s people. (MAP 5)

For these reasons, Guadalajara is an important center 
of transit for people and goods. It maintains diverse means 
of transportation, including carriages, fiercely-defended 
bikes, cars and the electric train, among others. Therefore, it 
does not come as a surprise that the city is not only marked 
by the river which sheltered it in its beginnings, but also 
by the open site of the railroad tracks. The city’s rhythm, 
even if evasive and slightly undercover, follows the pace of 
the trains, even if this was more true earlier, when trains 
transported passengers as well as goods. Nowadays, this 
inevitable presence that is scandalous and “heavy” (because 
of the roar of the machines) is silenced by the underworld, 
that all “tapatíos” (Guadalajara’s inhabitants) identify in 
the routes.

The federal territory that the trains travel through 
can be considered, in principle, as part of the “non-places” 
identified by French anthropologist Marc Augé (2000). 
These spaces do not reach the category of place because of 
the ephemeral movement of people and objects. Therefore, 
they are depersonalized places, detached, without social 
interactions, and they are characteristic of this world of 
rapid transactions, of liquid identities, fluid, changeable 
and without substance. They are better at housing goods 
rather than people and their experiences. However, in this 
territory, we find an oasis that has significant indications 
of life in all its signs, in this landscape that is inhospitable, 
grey, marked by the infinite horizon of the rails and the suc-

cession of wiring and uncomfortable gravel, aside from the 
desert of its surrounding. From the “not being” we move to 
a territorial appropriation by those who made the borders 
of the “camino de hierro” (“iron track”) their temporary 
home. Some even make it their permanent home.

Along the longitudinal setting of the tracks, we stum-
ble upon several remains of misery: garbage, broken shoes, 
broken bottles, warped plastics, and abandoned bonfires. 
Around these, however, we also find exquisite gardens, a 
variety of fruit trees, welcoming shades, colorful houses 
and neighbors chatting while the children play on the rails.

Many inhabitants of Guadalajara and its institutions 
join the company Ferromex (the company that runs the 
trains) wishing those large spaces were understood as 
“non-places,” which would facilitate their commercial needs 
and the support of their hegemony. However their extreme 
strategies of security (chain-link fences, standing railway 
ties and guard houses) indicate that the exclusivity they 
want to achieve is being denied to them.

The train route through Guadalajara is more than 50 
kilometers long, along which the city is constantly being 
transformed and changed by its activities, its landscape, 
its inhabitants and its temporary residents. It is therefore 
necessary to define the different sectors of this changing 
landscape. Our approach, based on a division from south 
to north, from the municipality of El Salto to La Venta 
del Astillero in the municipality of Zapopan, follows 
the journey of those who are the reason for this report: 
migrants in transit through the GMA. We use different 
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MAP 5 RAILROAD CROSSING JALISCO
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sources of information: fieldwork, the expertise of FM4 
Paso Libre, diverse documents and the testimonies of 
different informants, such as Alfonzo Díaz in the south 
of the city. (MAP 6)

Section 1. The Bittersweet Doorstep from El 
Salto to Las Juntas. A Rural and Industrial 
Pathway
This segment of the journey, the rail track that comes 
from Irapuato, Guanajuato, is the entry to the city. The 
edge of the landscape combines a rural environment 
with traditional farming settlements, laborers’ quarters, 
indigenous villages and old ranches that serve to feed 
and support Guadalajara thanks to the expansion of 
large industrial plants and manufacturing centers such 
as Honda, Hilasal, IBM, paper and tire recycling centers. 
These spaces are also accompanied by the urbanized 
communities of blue-collar workers, who are often local 
rural workers converted to factory jobs. It is important 
to note how, among the different constructions, it is 
possible to identify some that were built on the remittan-
ces sent by Mexican immigrants in the United States.

Between El Castillo and Jardines, in the municipality of 
El Salto, the movement of people from one side of the tracks 
to the other is intense, and there are families who cross 
the routes to shop or to go to work, to attend mass, to go 
to the doctor, or to gossip with friends. People come and go, 
cutting the weeds that grow on the railroad tracks. Children 

run between the old wooden rail planks and the workers 
from Ferromex rush to work in a hurry. The surrounding 
life along the tracks is intense: people walk between them in 
a familiar manner, as part of their modus vivendi. The local 
markets are grouped together, there are parishes nearby, 
even a circus was part of the landscape when we visited it in 
our fieldwork. Therefore the houses, the neighborhoods and 
the daily dwellings somehow tidy the edges of the tracks and 
give them color and flavor.  We are as likely to find goats as 
big warehouses, brickworks or cock-fighting-rings. We also 
find the remains of the old train stops, such as San José de El 
Castillo and others, which were used for the transportation 
of products from these areas, but also for the transportation 
of passengers to Lake Chapala. This doorstep to the metropo-
lis generates social processes between locals and those who 
arrive to head north or to other routes, in such a natural 
way. Here the population seems supportive of the journey of 
these unknown but familiar foreigners. They understand and 
know, from their own experiences of migration and margin-
alization, that these people are in transit, are afraid and “ask 
but don’t steal”; “don’t attack, but are attacked.”

In this part of their journey, migrants find corners to 
sleep in, and the edges of the tracks become a homey place 
to stop. In a blue house nearby, there is a man originally 
from Guatemala. He has raised his family in Jardines del 
Castillo. César, Miguel Ángel y Adrián, local young men, 
usually keep migrants company and help them however 
they can. Oswaldo is an example of this: he is a 16 year old 
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MAP 6. RAIL SECTORS OF THE METROPOLITAN AREA OF GUADALAJARA
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boy from El Salvador whom they helped by putting up a 
small shelter underneath a tree.

We spend some time researching in these places be-
cause here the migrants are sometimes forced to get off the 
train by the security guards or, other times, get confused 
and think they’ve arrived in the city. For a long time people 
in the area have seen migrants pass by, clinging to the train 
carriages, but now they see them more and more often: 
their experience is that this movement has increased over 
the past two years.

Migrants get off in small or large groups (depending on 
how many there are on the train) and walk along the tracks 
until the train finally arrives in Guadalajara, in La Juntas, in 
the municipality of Tlaquepaque. They do this because they 

|   PHOTOGRAPHER: ARCHIVO FM4

say that the federal police make the “flies and bums” get off 
in the early morning and they rob and attack them in the 8 
kilometers to get there.

Gradually, as they advance from San José El Castillo 
to El Verde, the place becomes busier, mottled and more 
and more engaged with denser urban dynamics. All types 
of urban services appear, including brothels and strip clubs, 
where it is not difficult to imagine the presence of Central 
American girls. Deep in the depths of urban communi-
ties, such as La Alameda, Duraznera, El Tapatío, la Barba, 
Micaelita, El Campesino and Solidaridad, the likelihood of 
transmigrants being assaulted grows, as unpleasant experi-
ences become more and more frequent.

A person who knows the route and who often accompa-
nies migrants through these kilometers is always carrying a 
machete with him because “it’s dangerous to go from El Verde 
to Las Juntas” and “you should not start this journey if you 
don’t know how to protect yourself.” While he also says that 
Duranznera is a place where migrants obtain help, the real-
ity is that there are several problems that arise. There are 
mafias who smuggle migrants, using them for begging, and 
some already “have a place [in this dangerous environment] 
when they arrive.” However, the biggest danger is observed 
in the guides or smugglers who use migrants as an umbrella, 
or a screen to protect themselves from police action. It is 
clear that the private police of Ferromex are also a part of 
this framework of crime. The man states that the security 
guards of Ferromex are an intrinsic part of this criminal 
environment. Those who belong to the security company 
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“Eulen” are sadly known to be very dangerous. They do not 
miss an opportunity to show their spite toward migrants, 
“they destroy their things, their blankets, their few tokens” 
and, like many children but with worse intentions, they 
throw rocks from the gravel to the train carriages, trying 
to hit the migrants. A neighbor that lives in the area says 
that he has recently been sleeping with his trousers on, in 
order to be able to jump out when he hears the cries for 
help in the early morning. He has already saved two women 
from being raped by these guards. He goes out with his dogs 
and a 22-gauge rifle with which he fires shots into the dark-
ness. Now, the security agents have been changed. The new 
guards are from the Federal Protection, and it seems like 
they are less abusive.

Officials assigned to the different municipalities of 
GMA represent another issue for migrants, as they have of-
ten been found complicit with illicit traffickers. As we have 
seen, migrants are used in these trades as scapegoats who 
can be condemned as guilty, while traffickers remain free, a 
problem that has been reported in other places of Mexico 
as well. This is what happened to Ángel, a young man from 
Chiapas, who was held in Tlaquepaque after he had become 
friends with a “bait.” They found him with 600 kg of drugs 
and he spent one year in prison. He was lucky that a judge 
reviewed his case and was able to confirm the complicity 
of the police, public minister, public defenders, and judges, 
who had systematically violated the legal procedures and 
the necessary coincidences of time, place and manner. He 
only got released when he signed a paper that said he would 

give up any possibility of reporting the illegality of his trial. 
He came out of the Centre of Social Adaptation in winter, 
they gave him a t-shirt and a pair of bloodstained trousers, 
and not even a peso to help. The fear of not being able to 
finish the journey and of suffering more humiliations leads 
migrants to avoid reporting these deeds and those who 
commit them.

Terrifying stories can be told about this issue: as-
sassinations by the “maras”, hidden so that they are not 
registered and do not lead to “troubles”, vitiation, through 
drugs, of whole families so that they can be used as grocers 
by mafias of different sectors, where each part requires an 
established tax (from the railroad workers to the police, 
agents and directors of public security, and the judges).

Advancing along the railway track, you can find the 
district of San Martin Flores, an old indigenous town. There 
are still huge rural spaces and old farms here, that allow for 
businesses which need big spaces, like event venues. The 
traffickers take up migrants asking for help, something that 
we see in El Salto too. There are also those who are support-
ive, including those who have food stalls in the surrounding 
area. Eduardo, who makes carnitas, is a philosopher who 
also emigrated to the US, and who is therefore sensitive 
to the short-lived relations formed during the journey: 
“the bad thing is that you only see them for a moment.” It is a 
sorrow for him to recall one Guatemalan lady he dealt with 
in the last months that she stayed in Guadalajara: “On the 
weekdays she was going from house to house to beg and on 
Saturdays she went to the overground train”, to save money 
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and continue her journey. She was staying in a room in San 
Martín. She got his attention, as she was saying that she 
had 3 children back at home. They said goodbye to her when 
she was sitting on top of a train carriage, like a queen. She 
was going to Irapuato, where she was hoping to cross to the 
Central route, towards Monterrey. She had been waiting for 
the train for hours, the heat was getting worse at midday, 
in May. She left her half-full Coca Cola on the tracks. “Let’s 
hope she’s doing well,” sighs a laconic Eduardo.

Section 2. The Railway and the Industrial 
City: From Las Juntas to La Galletera. Urban-
Industrial Railway Space
From Las Juntas to La Galletera and its old train station, the-
re is a part of the city where the symbiosis with the railway 
is complete. The intestines of the operational control of the 
railway system is placed here: their repair shops, the manage-
ment center, the classification yard, the steel crossroads, are 
all set inside populated areas, which include stores, shops, 
factories and abandoned lots. In this segment the pressure 
by Ferromex to secure its business is particularly obvious: 
guards, guardhouses, shady  federal policemen with rifles, 
and barbed wire. There is a whole army of employees from 
the business that focuses here: drivers, guards, operators, 
railway maintenance officers, brakemen. Dealing with them 
is delicate, because there is a moral stigma attached to them. 
Just like with any of these inhabitants-actors along the rail, 
they hold all types of attitudes, positions and anecdotes, 
which are difficult to judge in a wise and detached way.

This is where the train rests and so do its “passengers,” 
as the guards, together with the police, force them to get 
off, sometimes scaring them or throwing them down in a 
bad manner. Here migrants have to find another solution to 
continue their journey until the next portion of the tracks, 
as the convoys enter the train station, where the machines 
are taken extreme care of and are spoilt by the workers.

The neighborhood of Las Juntas is occupied by the 
tracks, the small stores and their clients, a family that 
lives beneath some black plastic panels near the posts that 
mark the track, the old cement factory, the more modern 
pharmaceutical Pisa Laboratories, the garbage plant, and 
the movements of so many workers who come and go. All 
of this mess looks like a giant nest of ants, where the tracks 
—converted into a naked overlapping of tracks together 
with the movement of machines, carriages and other parts 
of the train— are more prevalent than in other sections of 
the railroad. They become an integrated part of the envi-
ronment, defining it and being defined by it. Las Juntas, in 
English “the junctions”, is an iconic name for this central 
point, where the routes from the port of Manzanillo and 
from the enclave of Irapuato intersect.

There is here a favorable social environment for the 
migrants: be they Central Americans, national day laborers 
or nomads. A young watermelon seller holds them in high 
regard, “they’re accommodating, calm.” Butchers offer them 
food, and even thrift shops give them some spare clothes. 
However, just like in so many places, this doesn’t prevent 
migrants from being assaulted by thugs.
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We would like to be able to pass on many more stories 
of support for the migrants, and we will speak about them 
in greater detail in the fourth chapter. The one about Paty 
is curious and should at least make the authorities feel 
embarrassed, since they are the ones who should be taking 
responsibility for these populations, but keep failing to do 
so. Paty is a woman who, for many years, has been inviting 
migrants to rest in her house. She is like a “Patrona” from 
Guadalajara (“Las Patronas” are a group of women in Vera-
cruz who help migrants that pass through their town). She 
has hosted up to 50 people to sleep in her house. She offers 
them food and the possibility to take a shower, and, as if 
that was not enough, she offers them a job because “if they 
are going to stay for a time, she does not want them to be 
idle or to simply get everything provided for” She charges 
them 350 pesos a week. This exceptional woman has had 
a few Central American partners. A few months ago, she 
started living with a Nicaraguan man that is seriously 
thinking about staying with her in her house and chang-
ing his American dream into a “Tapatian” dream. Another 
significant woman is La Güera en Entrevias, a transgender 
person who occasionally collaborates with the parish in 
Miravalle, helping the manager with the screening.

Another shelter for migrants is the small sanctuary 
of the Santa Muerte, found on the edge of the Manzanillo 
railway road. People arrive offering of cigarettes —the ones 
they carry with them— in exchange for protection for the 
rest of their journey. In this centre, the State Commission of 
Human Rights left some leaflets about migrant rights, with 

the hope of reaching their audience. We have seen several 
Central Americans with tattoos of La Flaquita (the patron 
saint of the cult of Santa Muerte —“Holy Death”—), show-
ing that its cult is extending across the Southern border. It 
is a figure deemed to protect criminal offenders, the most 
vulnerable people, the different ones and the migrants. She 
(or he) does not judge.

There are many men and women —migrants and non-
migrants (the travelers here mingle with the workers, the 
drug addicts and the beggars)— who live below a bridge in 
this section of the road. This is a desolated passage between 
walls of soil and concrete, where you can find some crosses 
which make you wonder: “Do they belonge to migrants, or 
to people who have fallen down from the bridge?” There is 
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a spring of water that flows at the edge of the tracks, we do 
not know how contaminated it is, but for all these people it 
is, at least, water. They drink it, they wash their clothes in 
it, and they take short baths. Guadalajara’s citizens would 
be surprised to know what goes on below their wheels when 
they drive through the busy avenue of Lázaro Cárdenas. The 
surroundings are an ultra-modern: it would be difficult to 
suspect that, among the metropolis stones, iron pieces and 
sounds, below what is almost a freeway, there is an impro-
vised shelter for these people. One of the busiest places in 
Guadalajara is, in fact, one of the loneliest too.

Section 3. The Residential City: The Inglaterra 
Center. A Residential Railway Space
Inglaterra Avenue constitutes a large road that runs 
parallel with Vallarta Avenue and its magnificent shop-
ping centers. There are schools, houses, shops, parishes, 
restaurants, factories, private clubs for blocks of flats, 
and a large number of vehicles at crossings. Here the 
surroundings of the route belong to another social level, 
and the inhabitants’ emotions swing between tension, 
compassion, alarm, denial and the instinct to hide 
the truth. This is the “noble” part of the city and can 
be considered as a socio-cultural border between the 
attitudes and actions of its inhabitants and temporary 
residents and those of the inhabitants of the other three 
stretches of the track. It is also the one that exercises 
hegemony over the different versions of the phenomenon 
“the tracks and their dwellers.” As we shall see later, 

this version is characterized by “indifferent visibility.” 
Those who are positioned in this spectrum are more 
concerned with migrants leaving these assigned spaces 
rather than with the situation of extreme vulnerability 
that they live in, and the abuses they suffer. Their at-
titude is one of “if I don’t see them, they do not exist.”

There are community members that would like to 
turn the railways into a public space for gardening. As we 
will see later, these people associate themselves with a 
local organization against the construction of an elevated 
highway above the railways. Aside from these community 
members, there are people who simply avoid the tracks and 
make an effort to diminish their presence in their lives. Tall 
walls  isolate their properties, which give their back to this 
“camino de hierro” (“iron path”). Meshes appear along the 
tracks and the compounds and, with a certain coquetry, 
the estates use vines, ivy, and bougainvilleas to hide the 
“darker” world that crosses them, and, with it, a disappoint-
ing view. Some properties, like those in the Villas de Asís, 
have private security guards who prevent migrants from 
begging for money around the houses.

In broad terms, Guadalajara has been, until now, fairly 
generous to the migrants, as there are several uncoordinated 
charity initiatives. Among the residencies where there are 
services and businesses, clients leave their restaurants to 
offer the transmigrants some food, or they send them sand-
wiches, water and bread. Often families bring sandwiches 
to the track dwellers, during their Sunday walk through the 
Metropolitan Park.
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There are, in fact, surrealist contrasts which character-
ize this border. A place which is like a seafood restaurant, 
among the estates, serves many of the wealthy neighbors, 
as well as junk looters and some transmigrants who, on 
occasion, give in to their cravings of seafood. Some of the 
neighbors are afraid that these “gangs” are threatening 
them behind their back and are ready to open holes in their 
walls in order to break in. While migrants climb up “the 
Beast” on one side, practically empty and expensive cars 
drive by on the other.

The inside of the tracks is monitored by the guard-
houses, as the straight route is accompanied by a long “des-
carriladero” —a second track where the long trains can wait 
for the passage of the vehicle from the opposite direction, 
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after the coexistence with the tracks was more intense, and 
even symbiotic, here they are unknown, they are considered 
to be outside the border, they are ignored.

In this portion of the tracks, there are numerous 
survivors of the underworld that are the crossings: there 
are suitable spots for pot smokers and alcoholics, areas 
for the hopeless, for the homeless and for those who are 
“despised by the system.” All of these groups are now called 
“population of the street.” There are also delinquents and 
thieves, those who are out of a job because they prefer to 
stay idle, and even those who are actually unemployed. It is 
possible to find remains of camping sides which, like in the 
Paleolithic hunting sites, were based around the warmth of 
a bonfire fueled by wooden pieces of the railway. These new 
homo sapiens nomads leave behind glass, old shoes, worn 
clothes and general remains.

In one of these camps there is a group of outcasts 
(people who have cut their links with their communities) 
who are enjoying their Sunday, at the crossing between 
the avenues Juan Palomar, Arias and Rafael Sanzio. In this 
camp there is a small stream of water, and we find four com-
rades of mixed origins catching fishe while one is shaving 
the head of another: “it’s full of lice, man.” Another member 
of the group, who is toothless, states that he is from an 
area close to Granada, Nicaragua from his father’s side, 
but that his mother is from Tepatitlán, in the highlands of 
Jalisco. His parents migrated to the United States 40 years 
ago and later went back to Central America when his father 
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“kidnapped my mother.” He says that “both Mexican and 
Nicaraguan blood runs in my veins,” and, happily assures 
that he is macho, just like his fellow Mexicans, and at the 
same time he shows a wound on the shoulder he got when 
he fell from the train. He has spent 33 days crossing Mexico 
and his story is complicated, not only because of his mixed 
origins and nomadic life style, but also because he was de-
ported after living for 15 years in the United States. In the 
factory where he was working, they fired him, because they 
did not want to support him after he suffered an accident 
while working, and they were afraid that he would report 
the abuse. He left two children and his partner, a Chicana 
(Mexican-American) woman, back there in the US. Given 
these unexpected “holidays” he went to see his mother in 
Granada, Nicaragua, and now he is going back to the States. 
He is proud to show us a tattoo on his tremendous belly 
which says “Brown Mexican”.

In this journey across the city, trickery and creativity 
pays off among the inhabitants of the underworld. There 
are groups that are dedicated to lacquering the carriages 
and making grasshoppers made of palm leaves: they know 
that in the market of social pity, it is easier to soften people 
if they offer a “product”, those people who see vagabonds 
and opportunists with more critical eyes (Strickland, 2013). 
They divide the work among the various groups dedicated 
to fabricating these little grasshoppers. The origin of the 
idea is contested. A man from Veracruz says that they have 
always made miniature animals like these in his hometown. 
Guatemalans (“chapines”, a nickname that comes from the 

type of sandals some indigenous people in the country 
wear) believe the idea comes from them, as do the Catrachos 
(the Hondurans). Everyone wants to be part of the new 
idea, but what is certain is that they are pieces of work made 
with skill and dedication.

Section 4. The Industrial City Says Goodbye: 
from San Juan Ocotán to La Venta del Astillero. 
A Rural-Industrial Railway Space
Just as it was in the southern entrance to the city, the 
exit from Guadalajara towards Nogales is made of a 
mixed and continuous transition between industrial 
and rural landscapes. It is an area made of predomi-
nantly poor and working class settlements. The walls 
of the company buildings are covered in graffiti. Se-
veral factories have their own train stops to load their 
carriages (Altex, for instance, an agricultural-industrial 
group that processes wheat, fruits and vegetables). 
Settlements that once were indigenous villages and tra-
ditional cooperatives are now important residential and 
service citadels, such as San Juan Ocotán or La Venta.

This region has traditionally been linked to the train 
because of its factories and because of the manpower locat-
ed here. It has also been linked to it because of its proximity 
to Ameca and Tequila. In La Venta there was a train stop, 
and in San Juan there was a station called La Chapopotera 
(The Tar Stop), because it was used to unload the tar used 
to pave the streets of the fast growing city. La Chapopotera, 
however, was closed in the 1960s.
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In general, it is an area with a significant amount of 
industrial production, just like the two previous regions. 
As such, it has more surveillance and control that limits 
abuses against migrants. It is also similar to Las Juntas, in 
the sence that it is a significant enclave between the city 
and the train. It allows immigrants and emigrants to stop 
over, as they search for the necessary resources, and decide 
whether to take the train back or not.

Once again, describing the dynamics, the actors and 
the phenomena involved in this area is extremely difficult, 
because they are interconnected and constantly subject to 
significant transformations. The intersection of Inglaterra 
Avenue and the Periférico (the beltway around the city) is a 
very busy area where people from different regions, mobile 
vendors and, most importantly, different actors exchanging 
papers, come together. It is also a space that is traditionally 
used to unload trains. Being an intersection without traffic 
lights, drivers need to come to a complete stop, and become 
a source of income for different workers such as the galleros, 
rubbish collectors who wait for the trucks to give them a job 
for the day, or the franeleros, who work at road constructions 
sites. Here we can also find, obviously, migrants in transit 
and their alter-egos, known as “false” migrants, which we 
will discuss at length later.

The infamous areas of Jocotán y San Juan Ocotán, pop-
ulated mostly by the working class, are considered regions 
with significant drug addiction and crime problems. In the 
long history of these neighborhoods, San Juan de Ocotán 
has been and is an indigenous town on the outskirts of the 

city, where migrants have historically been offering their 
manpower in order to build the city. San Juan de Ocotán is 
made of three territories: San Juan, the Indigenous Colony 
and the Central American neighborhood, which borders the 
train tracks. The last area did not exist originally, as it only 
started growing in the 1970s.

The first two territories, the town and the colony 
(one called “the one above” and the other one called “the 
one below”) existed like two separate territories, owned 
by different people according to the possibilities of own-
ing communal land. The holders were mainly made of the 
population of first-born sons and their descendants. The 
“indigenous” people from this region were people of the 
same town and lineage, who settled around the main access 
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to water, but could not access ownership of this land. Being 
afraid of losing control over their properties, they invited 
people from other states to live in San Juan and help them 
maintain their position. The first ones to move to the town 
were from Guerrero, and later came those from Veracruz, 
Oaxaca, Michoacán, Hidalgo and, finally, from Honduras 
and El Salvador. Doe to this flow of immigrants, those who 
were called the “indigenous people of San Juan” won influ-
ence in territorial terms, as well as in social and political 
ones. They now control the water rights of these territories, 
as a matter of fact.

Ocotán, then, is a mosaic of territories built on the 
logic of historic and current occupation and activities: there 
is military presence associated with the original indigenous 
population and a nearby military base; there have been Cen-
tral American dwellers since the 70’s; there is a significant 
presence of organized indigenous groups; there are several 
active gangs and cartels, of which we do not know exactly 
how influence they have in the area, although everything 
seems to indicate that they have quite a bit of power and 
that they patrol the tracks.

It is important to emphasize the capacity of this area 
to welcome new populations: Central Americans and the 
indigenous people are not identified as “different” here. 
There are various testimonies that highlight the ways these 
communities have been “adopted.” For example, there is a 
woman who employs 3 or 4 people each year to work her 
land, and they are almost always from El Salvador. The 
presence of Salvadorans in various parts of the metropolis 

is high. An “original” person (one whose family has always 
lived in the area) calculates that there are between 25 and 
30 Salvadoran families that live here. Mrs. Mercedes, along 
with her husband and their three children, have lived in 
Mexico for 33 years. They escaped the war in El Salvador 
and came to Guadalajara because her husband’s brother-
in-law was already living here and helped them settle down 
and find a job. There is also the story of Lolita, another 
Salvadoran woman, who has a food shop here in the city 
and acts as a bridge for other Salvadorans who keep coming 
into the area. She said that she knew Salvadorans who were 
living across Jalisco, including Tlajomulco, Zapotlanejo, 
San Juan de Ocotán, Tabachines, El Salto, and Zapopan. 
Migrants come to her house and sometimes stay for several 
months, saving up money before continuing their journey 
to the States. One time, she received a migrant who had 
recently lost both legs in an accident on the train.

La Venta is a rural area, and is like a sandwich between 
the highway and the train tracks. This section of the railway 
slides between industrial zones and behind commercial 
areas that look out towards the highway going to Tepic. 
It also runs through agricultural terrain, ranches, stables, 
corn fields with horses, goats, dogs, and simple houses. It 
is a quiet place in which transmigrants or vagabonds riding 
the train often like to relax, to put up little camp sites and 
beg for money at the crossroads. There are some that head 
out from there to Tequila and Amatitán in search for work, 
sometimes they have a break there and later will come back. 
Of course there are bad opinions of transmigrants travel-
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ing through the city, intertwined with views about drug 
addicts and crooks, who are not necessarily migrants and 
are sometimes violent in their behavior. There is a need to 
understand that between all these populations there is a 
mix of respectful and disrespectful people.

Crossing the town of La Venta —home to the Cinegético 
(a hunt that takes place every year)—, there is a farm and 
an oil production site that still receives train carriages taking 
grain back to Guadalajara, where they will be attached to the 
main train. Here, the trains are not so frequent, and when 
the train does pass, it is at a very high speed. This location 
therefore does not have a high presence of transmigrants, 
and we consider it the final area in the route throughout 
Guadalajara.

Building Life on the Tracks
The tracks are sites of everyday life where many families 
settle down. This is done in an irregular way and without 
legal certainty, since the land belongs to the Federal State. 
It does not take place only in Guadalajara or Mexico, but in 
many other countries around the world too, where people 
are obligated to occupy uninhabitable and dangerous 
spaces. These housing solutions tend to be stigmatized 
as places of depravity and maloras (wrongdoing). Such 
derogatory way of viewing these places has an effect 
on their inhabitants, who are left out by the social sys-
tem, and can therefore become even more vulnerable.

These pieces of state land are used by individuals and 
families who generally come from different places looking 

for a corner to survive in. Magdalena Villareal (2009) gath-
ers testimonies of the economic troubles that several impov-
erished women went through in three different settlements 
along the tracks: Pueblo Quieto, the Mixteca Community 
and the port in the Ferrocarril (Railway) neighborhood. All 
three are extremely poor settlements.

Pueblo Quieto is located in upper-middle class area, 
which includes suburbs such as the Jardines del Bosque 
neighborhood. The community dates back to 1962 and it 
was known as “The Immaculate” at the time. This was be-
cause even if it was an area of violence and fights, those who 
committed the violence “would defend themselves [when 
the police arrived] by saying they weren’t aggressive, that 
it was a quiet town” (Pueblo Quieto). One neighbor insisted 
that that was not a place to go to because “there are thieves, 
drug addicts and even the Mara Salvatrucha!” (The Mara 
Salvatrucha are a gang cartel, infamous throughout both 
Latin America and United States). There are 56 dwellings 
spread in three sectors: the one by the tracks has the worst 
reputation of them all. Recently there has been an increase 
in shacks that are thought to be occupied by organized 
criminal groups and drug-addicts, generally well-known by 
the police and Ferromex authorities.

Some of these settlements, like the one in the Ferrocar-
ril neighborhood, originated, as Francisco Talavera (2006) 
explains, with the establishment of a group of bungalows 
by the railway company itself, as it wanted to offer a more 
dignified life for the nomadic families of their workers. This 
settlement is known as el Campamento (the Camp). At the 
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end of the 1970’s, communities from different places began 
squatting in the area in what is called paracaidismo (parachut-
ing). El Embarcadero, on the other hand, was created because 
workers from the railroad companies knew the area well and 
could take advantage of the transition and privatization of 
the railways arrownd 1997. The neighborhood that was pre-
viously inhabited by the families of the workers, began being 
inhabited by the workers themselves, to negotiate a space 
where they could settle down. The Mixteca community, on 
the other hand, has been integrated thanks to people from 
Oaxaca, familiar with the place and its possibilities because 
of its migration routes to the United States.

In 1978, they had settled down together with the 
railroad workers, but the racist aggressions forced them 

to move to a railway space that was not in use. Within the 
Ferrocarril neighbohood, there is a series of closed-off 
settlements: El Campamento, the Mixteca community, El 
Embarcadero (The Quay), Las Casetas (The Cabins) and 
La Cueva (The Cave). If the cotos (i.e. the walled neighbor-
hoods) around Inglaterra Avenue are privileged spaces, ex-
clusive because their inhabitants can choose who is in and 
who is out, these are cotos, or ghettos, of poverty, exclusive 
because they are excluded by the others. It is interesting 
how these populations are made of immigrants and emi-
grants at the same time. It is difficult to find families who 
do not have family members with experience in the United 
States, such as 22-year- old Cecilia, whose parents left for 
Texas some time ago. She takes care of three nieces and is 
waiting for her parents to send them money in order to 
take a bus up north with the three children, “better there 
than here”. Similarly, in the Pueblo Quieto, it is not rare 
to find Central Americans that settle down for some days 
while they wait to return to their journey, as this is an area 
with many opportunities and resources.

These settlements are characterized by the precarious 
constructions of different materials: adobe, sheet roofing, 
plastic, cardboard, and by the condition of vulnerability. 
A condition worsened by the status of the drainage sys-
tem, weakened by a recent flood, and by the perpetually 
pending eviction notice. Moreover, perhaps without them 
even being aware of it, there is a danger connected to the 
passage of “the beast” (the train), as it represents the pos-
sibilities of accidents and derailments. Electricity is also 
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“borrowed,” which means that connections are unpredict-
able, random.

In Guadalajara, these settlements are often catego-
rized as those with the worst reputation. The inhabitants of 
Pueblo Quieto, for example, complain about the discrimina-
tion they suffer. “Well look, as you say, here it’s ‘burnt’, because 
here the truth is that there was a lot of crime, but most of the 
culprits have been caught and now it’s very calm here, but if you 
say you come from Pueblo Quieto people still say: Wow, there 
are a lot of thieves there” (Silvia). By linking poverty to crime, 
poor people are rejected as part of a moral obligation: they 
are no longer defensible, they “wanted it.” They are guilty of 
their own destiny (Bauman, 2003).

Just like in other working class areas, there is never 
a moment of real calm. Without doubts, these are places 
where the presence of drunks, drug addicts, thieves, va-
grants and scavengers is explicit and obvious.

However, as we highlighted and as Magdalena Villareal 
(2009) restates, we have been concentrating on masculine 
figures until now and skewing our view on this basis. How-
ever, women are also the protagonists of the daily activities 
that take place here, for many reasons. Amongst them, it 
is because women have the courage to take responsibility 
and help the families of these settlements deal with their 
circumstances. For example Mrs. Adela and her sisters, 
Mrs. Cuca and Mrs. Chole, are legends at FM4 Paso Libre, 
as they were essential in helping us build the organization 
and the Migrant Attention Centre. Mrs. Adela has been an 
inhabitant of the tracks in front of Pueblo Quieto for over 

39 years. Concerned for her family and her grandchildren, 
she has seen, and keeps seeing, emigrating travelers pass by 
every day. She helps them when they have accidents and, 
in general, she helps with this never-ending traffic, without 
feeling exhausted or bothered by them. She understands 
their situations without blaming them for the “evils” or the 
dangers of the place where she lives.

Chabela is a boss of the retail drug trade, and there are 
other well-known women who run prostitution circles, as 
well as the intermediation and the frauds related to clien-
telism with the State, Municipality, churches and political 
parties which flourish in these places.

This perspective lets us think at a parallel world, with 
other forms of logic. For example, it is interesting to note 
how, in the centre of Pueblo Quieto, many women give 
birth to their children through midwives. They also use 
plants and home remedies to wash themselves or to cure 
illnesses. Women organize raffles and pilgrimages. The 
residents of these places enjoy the fireworks and music 
very much, so much that the Mixtecos have three musical 
bands in their neighborhood. They also make and sell arti-
sanal goods, nuts, seeds, make tamales, sandwiches. They 
provide for domestic services, move products in order to 
organize them, pay for mariachis, fireworks, dances, and 
they spend money on traditional festivities while at the 
same time they cook with fire because gas is too expensive. 
Their festivities have made history, and they live with 
frightful rats without problems, as they have come to see 
them as “harmless.”
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Men, when they work, are traveling vendors, car 
washers, gardeners, painters, musicians, bricklayers, and 
movers, but they also work in the prostitution business, 
narcotics laboratories, and drug trafficking, as well as in 
many forms of violence and robbery through organized 
delinquency, where they are able to make a sizable profit 
without turning anything over for taxes. However, they 
pay in significant human costs, as is often the case in these 
marginalized areas along the train tracks, areas that are 
shared by different people and converted into a social space 
for migrants in transit.

Human Cartography: The Actors
Now, we are going to illustrate some of the subjects 
that make the train tracks a space where life deve-
lops in its own way. Aside from migrants in transit, 
there are many other characters related to them 
in one way or another: day worker, fake migrants, 
train scavengers and drug users. In general it is the 
population of the street, men and women of diffe-
rent ages, origins, ethnic groups and nationalities, 
who add up to the population formed by migrants.

This is a difficult picture to draw, as various actors over-
lap with the passing of time. The conditions of the journey 
through Mexico and through Guadalajara are transformed 
rapidly by the politics of border security in the United 
States and the changing positions of the government in ru-
ral, migratory and security issues. Traveling “to the North” 

is growing more and more difficult and risky, and the transit 
through Mexico is becoming congested even as the number 
of migrants probably continues to rise, as does the number 
of “outcasts” (those who are losing contact with their com-
munities, because they are homeless or unemployed) and 
of the “rejected” ones: deported people, those who did not 
succeed in crossing the border and/or encountered differ-
ent obstacles, and are now using the Western route, in the 
hope that it will be safer.

Today Mazatlán and its neighbor Sinaloa are known 
as “alert zones” for those using the trains, as abuses occur 
frequently and migrants avoid it like the plague. This new 
perspective ends the idea that the Western route is “long 
but safe.” Mr. Lisandro, from Palenque, Chiapas, is seated 
alongside the train tracks. He greets us and invites us to 
talk with him. He says that he is alone that he doesn’t have 
anything apart from a thin jacket. In Los Mochis, Sinaloa, 
“they left me with nothing, there are many bad people up 
there. I want to get out of here quick,” and he is not the 
only one. Oswaldo tells us that he was assaulted in Tepic 
but that he managed to keep his backpack: “People from 
here are very kind, very humble. The North is where it gets 
uglier, they took away my things.”

In the following part we will review the “traditional” 
actors of the migration route. We will examine how they are 
going through a process of metamorphosis and hybridiza-
tion, as they are stopping in different times and localities of 
Mexico for indefinite time periods.
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Migrants in Transit and Day Workers: The 
Traditional Travelers on the Train
Migrants in transit to the North and day workers constitute 
the traditional free riders of the train in Mexico. In favora-
ble conditions (for example, if they travel without accident, 
if they are not abducted, if they do not get lost, if the train 
does not derail and does not travel at too fast for them to 
board), migrants arrive to the GMA at dawn and take the 
next train in the evening, to continue their odyssey to the 
north of the country. They come “from ride to ride,” in jour-
neys of up to three months. Their goal is to keep traveling, 
so they generally do not spend more than 3 or 4 days in 
Guadalajara. In general they are people who do not drink 
nor take drugs, do not rob or assault others. They tend to be 
farmers looking for work or hoping to reunite with their fa-
milies, and they travel in groups, supporting each other and 
trying to communicate with their relatives when they can. 
The population identifies them by the exhausted and poor 
appearance: “grubby”, they say, with their “strange accent” 
and eaven their general “stance”. It is illogical that people 
feel intimidated by migrants because of their appearance 
and do not consider their attitude, which is generally pea-
ceful and, in fact, betrays the fear they feel in this unknown 
and aggressive world. They are people who are damaged, 
hurt and wounded, who have already faced many dangers on 
their travels: accidents, assaults, aggressive encounters with 
migration agents, rapes, extortions, physical infections, 
exhaustion, sadness and hunger. They welcome and are very 
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thankful for any gesture of hospitality or any offer of food. 
They take advantage of their stay in Guadalajara to rest and 
feed themselves. There are people who arrive at FM4’s CAM 
and/or find other types of aid in this context, although 
there are diverse experiences and they are not always lucky.

These migrants and travelers do not identify the 
dangers of the city with its population but with law enforce-
ment and security officers including municipal, state and 
federal police, as well as the Ferromex guards. In La Venta 
del Astillero, migrants knew a policeman from Zapopan as 
“the bald guy”. He was known because he would abuse them 
and burn their backpacks. “People aren’t a problem, there 
are others that are far worse, like the police. They take our 
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money and later throw us somewhere else.” This has been 
a recurring problem in this city. An infamous place, in this 
respect, is San Juan Ocotán.

Migrants also have conflicts with the homeless, as 
we’ll see further ahead, with whom they have disputes over 
territory and resources. Even on the same train “you have 
to travel and fight with thieves who board the trains with 
guns… the word of God says, ‘behave yourself and every-
thing will be ok’, but you behave well and you have troubles, 
while those who behave badly do better, with their bag filled 
with money”.

The generally humble attitude and their limited public 
visibility have meant that, until recently, the number of 
citizens that had problems with migrants was limited. 
Many of those who raised complaints were owners of busi-
nesses and services near the tracks, where migrants and 
nomads were forced to do their bodily “businesses” outside 
of the premises, which annoys employees (above all, those 
who have to clean up). Sometimes this is accompanied by 
migrants spending the night in inappropriate places, which 
means taco stall owners, canteens, shops and neighbors in 
general have to deal with the waste left behind. Because 
of this there has been a tendency to put obstacles against 
access, not so much because of fear of aggressions or rob-
beries, although these also can occur.

Begging for a Taco
For some time, many migrants have been trying to find 
monetary resources. Asking at intersections along the 

routes has been an effective method to survive and, as far 
as Guadalajara is concerned, the city has been kind in this 
regard. Collecting some money is necessary for migrants 
to survive in the city and allow them to take a break from 
their vicissitudes. It is also useful to send some money 
back to the families and prepare for the “fees” that criminal 
gangs impose on the trains. The migratory experience of 
the population in a state like Jalisco (which traditionally 
sends migrants to the US), the Catholic condition and 
the vocation of social aid are all factors that encourage 
the act of giving a few pesos to a person who looks like 
they need them: someone who is traveling by train and 
is repeating the eternal path of suffering and hope to the 
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North (we will see this in more detail in the next chapter).
Going out into the public in this way is something 

new, as going out and “taking” the urban space as a beggar 
carries it risks. There can be, as a matter of fact, negative 
consequences such as detainment and deportation. If there 
is anything the “undocumented” people are afraid of, it is 
that their journey will end like this. Mexicans, whether they 
need money or not, do not have this problem.

Mexican day workers also come to inhabit these lands 
of eviction and join the conditions of nomadism, which is 
only continuing to increase, due to capitalism and its neo-
liberal politics. An example of this reality is the scandalous 
incident —and it is not the only one— that happened in 
2013 on a tomato farm in Bioparques de Occidente, in the 
municipality of San Gabriel al Sur, Jalisco. Nearly 300 labor-
ers were found working under inhumane conditions, which 
included the abuse of minors, overcrowding, bad food, 
confiscation of documents, payment in kind at a company 
store, and strenuous working hours. The worst thing is that 
the company has been awarded significant prizes on behalf 
of state institutions for their level of “social responsibility”. 
This is, perhaps, an extreme example of the labor market 
being offered to the people we are describing. Just like 
migrants in transit, they can also be found begging at the 
crossings. It can be people like a male farmer from Celaya, 
traveling to the chilli harvest in Sonora with his 12-year-old 
son, who both look very poor and already very dirty. He has 
been doing this back-and-forth journey as a day laborer for 

many years now, and his son has been accompanying him 
for the past two years, with the only transport available to 
them; the cargo carriages of the train.

In the Shadow of Those Who Are Most In Need: 
The People Who Say They Are Migrants
Everything we have just written about, however, is a version 
of the story that could soon be behind us. One constant 
in the recent couple of years is the perception of a greater 
permanence of migrants in the city. This situation has given 
other individuals, the opportunity to also start begging on 
the streets, hiding behind the screen of aspect similar to that 
of transmigrants. They take advantage of the goodwill and 
kindness of the citizens of Guadalajara who drive through 
the crossings of the city by posing as migrants. If migrants 
ask for money for a taco, that is what these others also ask 
for. This phenomenon, as we will see in the next chapter with 
the analysis of the news about the issue of migrants in the 
media and their commentaries, is generating xenophobia, 
confusion and misunderstanding, and is also reducing the 
assistance, kindness and solidarity that Guadalajara’s inhabi-
tants have always shown towards migrants.

On the other hand, strategies to ask for money have 
become increasingly standardized and sophisticated. There 
is a typical costume, a “distinctive attire”: A small backpack, 
a rolled blanket, a crucifix or scapular, the cap, and a tired 
and dirty appearance in general, not dissimilar to the ap-
pearance that other workers, such as builders, might have 
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at the end of the working day. Everybody repeats the same 
gestures: they bring their hand to their mouth, then to the 
forehead and finally point to the sky as if to thank God. 
They also show a kind sign of thanks even if the person in 
the car does not give anything.

Currently, the competition between foreign migrants 
and those who pretend to be migrants has intensified. 
The former do their best to make sure people see they are 
actual migrants: they show their identification cards and 
coins such as the quetzal and the lempira (Guatemalan 
and Honduran currencies respectively). The paradox of 
the situation is obvious: “The undocumented people bring 
their identification cards to show the Mexican that they re-
ally are from there”. Another strategy between Mexicans in 
need and foreigners is to present small figurines —bought 
or received as gifts— made from palm leaves like the “grass-
hoppers,” which boosts the generosity of the donor. This 
exchange, we have seen, is most visible in residential areas.

These “fake migrants” are present throughout all the 
migration routes and neighboring areas. It can perhaps be 
said that, in the most popular areas, those where the flux 
of migrants is the busiest, these fake migrants are actually 
fewer, as the neighbors recognize that these are not mi-
grants but people from nearby low-income neighborhoods. 
These newcomers have become known, in these areas, as 
“profiteers,” or “really bad people.” Neighbors comment 
that these Central Americans, those who stay in the neigh-
borhood and are not in transit, “do not even know how to 
fight, they use only rocks in case of a fight”.

Others who are more “tidy,” whether real or fake mi-
grants, know how to take care of their image and to make 
of the most of this, especially when they are in the richest 
areas, where the population likes it when “the other” does 
not seem so contaminating. To ask for help at street cross-
ings has become a significant resource. The other people 
that work on the street (such as valets at parking places, or 
those who clean the windshields) also mimic the migrants 
when they do not find work and need to bring something to 
eat back home. A cargo loader assures that some colleagues 
even imitate the Central Americans’ accents.

For those who can distinguish between the two 
groups, the imitators “are extremely lazy, they want to live 
like the rest and they only want money, not help or food. 
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They actually leave [the food] behind, they throw it away”. 
This testimony is reiterated often, and this disrespect by 
false migrants is most obvious when they are given food 
or something to drink. The truth is that they get confused 
by these clever locals and tramps, who take advantage of 
the good will of the population by imitating the appearance 
of a migrant. They therefore generate mistrust and severe 
discomfort, so that “a few rotten apples spoil the barrel”; 
“Migrants don’t ask for anything more. Those who do the 
damage are those who want to pass for migrants and go 
around seeing what they can steal”. The fraud carries bad 
consequences.

It is alarming how much competition and jealousy is 
created by these means of getting resources. The internal 
conflict is becoming more and more intense: between 
Mexicans and Central Americans, between the neediest 
(Mexicans and Central Americans) and the less needy. 
Those camouflaged as migrants can act alone, or they 
can join gangs and groups that can even end up occupy-
ing the most desirable areas in a permanent way. In fact, 
there have been rumors of a typical strategy that still has 
to be confirmed: gangs charging individuals for the right 
to ask for money at certain train crossings. Mafias appear 
when asking for money in the streets becomes a profit-
able way of living (some figures indicate that on a “good” 
morning you could earn more than the daily minimum 
wage, in these areas, and at the very least —on a “bad” 
morning— 300 pesos). Strickland (2013) recounts the 
story of Antonio, a 20-year old nomad from Veracruz, 

Mexico. He says he’s an alcoholic because his family does 
not love him. “It has been over 4 years since I’ve seen 
my family… and now I don’t talk to them because the 
one who loved me was my grandmother and she is dead”. 
He has passed the last few years traveling the country, 
living on the street. Recently he  arrived in Guadalajara 
from Mexico City and he lived in a shelter called CA-
DIPSI, run by DIF (a state-run institution for families). 
He tried to beg between Colón and Inglaterra avenues 
but a homeless man from Guadalajara gave him trouble 
and he decided to leave. “It’s better if I go to Mexico City. 
Why would I want problems? I have a Christian friend 
there who will help me”. He says his dream is to stop 
drinking, go to Los Angeles, California, and earn a living 
as a mechanic. Strickland has also received various tes-
timonies from Central Americans without plans to go to 
the United States or return to their countries, homeless 
people aware that their story of migration sells well in 
Guadalajara’s market of social pity.

Scavengers of Junk and Other Materials
Traveling by train offers opportunities of another nature: 
the goods the trains carry. For those who board the trains 
to pillage, migrants serve as a good shield to camouflage 
their activities. They end up taking the blame for their 
actions, and then the metropolitan population does 
not see nor does it want to know what really happened.

Scavengers look for wagons and stops that allow 
them to plunder, and a perfect area is the rail yards of 
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Inglaterra Avenue in both directions. These looters 
are experts in the operation: they know the timetables 
and the trains’ activity, they know how to use certain 
tools and how to stop the trains, in order to take the 
scrap. “One passed by the other day with trays of scrap 
metal and he asked to bring him to a place where they 
would buy it. They gave him 330 pesos for 90 kilo-
grams. He wanted to give me 200 pesos… he said he 
had more in his house but he was too lazy to bring it”.

In the south they told us that there are a lot of mafia 
organizations that steal train hardware, as “each train clip 
weighs about half a kilo, and that’s why they take them”. 
Previously, with wooden pieces of the railway, there was a 
steel plate that thieves would also take, but now the pieces 
are made of concrete. In other parts of the track, neighbors 
can identify the “houses of larceny” (the theft, robbery or 
fraud of what belongs to others), and they know how “they 
open the bottom of the carriages to steal corn or beans” 
when the grains move en masse from Sinaloa. During Oc-
tober, November and December, robberies and security on 
trains increase because Christmas is approaching, so there 
are more and more shipments of costume jewelery and 
other “made in China rubbish.”

This kind of crime is punished heavily, which is why 
criminal groups look to involve other actors like migrants 
and day workers who, innocent or accomplices out of neces-
sity or threat, can be used as scapegoats. This is something 
that is being accentuated by the process of blocking the 
border crossing, as we will explore below.

Rebounded-Returnees, Overlays and Alliances
Whereas, previously, migrants in transit were sticking to 
the tracks, where they would find their “allowed refuge,” 
they have now started appearing in the city and partici-
pating in other rules of the game. There are a number of 
signs we have encountered in FM4 Paso Libre which could 
be referred to as a “turning point in the process of trans-
migration,” which nowadays does not involve just the train 
journeys of those who travel from south to north hoping to 
penetrate the Mexico-US border and led by the myth of the 
pursuit of the “American Dream.” As one migrant stated: 
“you think that we are all going, but there are those who are 
now coming back.”

One of these signs is that there are several deported 
migrants from the United States and/or Mexico, who are 
now experts in the journey because they have already 
travelled the route several times. They are also called “the 
rebounded,” or, as we have named them, “the crickets,” 
as they constantly bounce back and forth between the 
countries. These are “people who have been deported even 
three times,” “people who spend some time in Guadalajara, 
move to other cities, such as Mazatlán and León, and then 
return,” “some have already stopped moving and don’t have 
any hopes of arriving somewhere else. There are some who 
I’ve seen three times… they deport them from the border.”

Some of these are nomadic people who no longer 
aspire to go to North America, who stay in unaccustomed 
lands as their uprooting becomes more and more unspar-
ing. Originally they could have been evicted migrants, part 
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of a classic and extreme profile, who found that the journey 
to the United States was the only option to get ahead. These 
rootless people are another stage of the same situation of 
many migrants, as some of them lost contact with their 
family years ago and do not have the motivation to send 
money back. We heard about a 26-year-old Honduran man 
who lost the phone number of the family on purpose: “it 
cost me a shitload of work to lose it”, but he did it.

Observing what happens on the tracks has shown us 
the state of confusion around these individuals: “There 
are times when they say they’re just passing through, but 
they stay here for up to a month. Later they disappear and 
then we see them again… and they’re begging for money”; 
“they go between cities because a moment comes when 
they won’t be given anything…”; “they pass the time in 
drugs and alcohol… these aren’t the people who are really 
on the journey north”; “there are some who pass through 
and nothing more, while others decide to stay. We have had 
to recollect bags of food because they don’t want them, they 
only want money for drugs”; “three months ago, a few gang 
members came through from another country and they 
attacked and robbed a factory, and when a guard came out 
they broke his arm with a machete. Those same people even 
robbed migrants.”

The stories of these people are, in fact, stories of disori-
entation. A man from Guatemala, David, roughly 28 years 
old, has spent more than a year coming and going between 
the US and Mexico. Two men originally from Veracruz 
claim to have made the journey numerous times in the last 

three years. These commentaries are also made by migrants 
from Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador, especially in 
relation to the length of the journey. Some of those we met 
had already tried to cross the northern border and this was 
their third or fourth attempt. Others are Mexican citizens 
who are just traveling on the train to get to another state 
of the Republic in search for jobs, and they regularly travel 
from the south-east of Mexico to the north and west of the 
country. One migrant claiming to be a chicano (American of 
Mexican decent) said that he already knew the journey well, 
that he had been in the United States for 23 years but they 
had deported him and he was now going back, with plans of 
traveling to Washington to work. Another, probably from 
Sonora, was going to look for a job in Nayarit. A Nicaraguan 
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guy and another from Zacatecas do not want to separate, 
and the second tries to pass as a Central American. He is a 
day laborer and a builder and is looking for a job, wherever 
it is, but has not found anything yet. He knows Guadalajara 
from other times he has been here in his comings and go-
ings. Alberto had left his country 29 days before, he sells 
crickets that he makes (out of palm leaves). He sells them 
for whatever people want to give.

“The money is to pay the fees that they ask for on the 
train, you have to be prepared”. He was deported from 
California three years ago, where he had lived for two 
years. Asking for money at the crossings is a good option 
for short-term resources, but when you have to get more 
money, the length of the stay has to increase.

Some prefer staying alone, like Amílcar, who is well 
dressed with a cap, a clean appearance, polite manners. He 
carries his 20 lempiras (unit of money in Honduras) and 
a cross and asks for money at a crossroad on Inglaterra 
Avenue, in the rich area. He has already been deported and 
he seems tired of traveling, but he is going to try it one 
more time. A month before coming here, he was in Torreón, 
“but it is very dangerous there”, so now he is going to try 
to cross one last time via Mexicali. The previous night he 
had slept in “the church of the bell” - between Alemania and 
Niños Heroes avenues. “I almost couldn’t sleep, out of fear 
that something would happen, that they would rob me or 
hurt me. When you sleep on the streets you always have 
to keep an eye open, it’s dangerous [but] I prefer to travel 
alone, there are some who do bad things and it’s better not 

to join them.” Another individual is Chepe, a wandering 
nomad, from somewhere in Veracruz. Since he was 7 he has 
been going around “like a dog in the streets.” He has several 
addictions: he has taken every possible drug, and now he’s 
traveling to Tijuana with the intention of detoxifying.

Most, however, usually stick to small groups. In this way 
they are never alone, they help each other out when they’re 
sick, they are very supportive with each other. We were told 
about a group that is renting a house in Jocotán, paying 
2,000 pesos a month between the three of them. They would 
earn money and on weekends they go to brothels.

In El Salto there is a small group of Belizeans, or so they 
say, perhaps because Belize is former colony of the British 
Commonwealth and it has therefore more prestige than 
Honduras, or maybe because they really are from there. It is 
possible that they are Creoles or members of the Garifuna 
community, which lives along the Atlantic coast in Belize, 
Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua (one neighbor, con-
fused, referred to them as “Haitians”). The Belizeans speak 
English and say they are on their way to New Orleans. They 
tried to get to Veracruz, but they couldn’t and were diverted 
by the dangers: “it is really ugly down there and more diffi-
cult when they see someone of color”. They have decided to 
settle down in Guadalajara because, for them, “the people 
here are something special. They have been really good to 
us”; and they also see the opportunity to work. They rely 
on the support of a fellow countryman who lives and works 
here. It is thanks to him that they have accommodation in 
a hotel near the old bus station and now they arrive in a 
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truck to ask the workers where they are comfortable. There 
are places where being black awakes some distrust: “black 
people are bad, you have to be careful”, and others where, 
on the other hand, it makes it easier for them to be black, 
as it is sufficient proof that they are foreign, so they “earn 
more money.” The repeated appearance of this type of situ-
ations leads us to wonder if the networks of these migrants 
are used by organizations of people-smuggling.

The area around the tracks can be qualified as a “grey 
zone,” a space of ambiguous human interrelations under 
extreme conditions. These ideas were conveyed to us by a 
survivor of Auschwitz, Primo Levi (2005), who showed us 
that the social world of a concentration camp cannot be 
reduced to the simplified dichotomy of victims and victim-

izers, prisoners and guards, the righteous and the sinners, 
as the two elements actually converge. Levi thought that 
we all stretch out to the situation we are in, even when this 
is a limited situation without the possibility of choice. This 
made us think about the fact that we can recognize this 
combination of victims and accomplices in the world of the 
train tracks of Guadalajara. It is a systematic oppression 
that often is not recognized as such, even by those who are 
the most vulnerable.

The alliances, conflicts and communication between all 
these actors have led to the need for new studies, tools, ques-
tions and reconsiderations of works like that of FM4 Paso 
Libre. We are facing a dramatic panorama with no future 
possibility that feeds the humanitarian catastrophe which 
already exists. The American Dream has worn out, it is no 
longer an engine that feeds the hope of upgrading your qual-
ity of life. It is no longer a dream, just a possible escape route.

Migrants in transit must deal with an increasingly 
bizarre context. When inserted into the street culture and 
dynamics of Guadalajara they enter into disputes over ter-
ritories and resources with other groups in the city, and this 
has formed networks of power and leadership. Some can be 
drawn into criminal dynamics where they could become 
forced accomplices, abused subjects or abusers.

We can see the production of a significant symbiosis 
between Mexican families and those who arrive from other 
countries. New alliances are formed between the members 
of these communities. Each person has mixed origins and 
contributes with their “know-how” and their resources to 
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the community. Some contribute the advantages of being 
from another country, others contribute their knowledge 
of the routes of the train, being experienced day workers, 
while still others contribute their knowledge of Mexican 
geography or tips about the city of Guadalajara. While there 
has been an increase in conflicts and competitions, there 
has also been an increase in alliances, complicities, and 
collaborations within the neighborhood. There are other 
strategies that spread because of these same connections, 
such as the exchange of knowledge and experience about 
the route and their possibilities between field workers, 
nomads, and transmigrants.

The phenomenon is complicated and possibly has 
become even more difficult and controversial, as neighbors 
have become tired of these people. As in the United States, 
the discourse revolves around the idea that “these people are 
not productive, and they destroy the national economy”. More 
and more people share these attitudes of strong rejection 
against the migrants who live in town, together with a certain 
aggressiveness caused by the competition for resources and 
territory, and by the belief of being the “legitimate resident” 
among those who arrive as migrants on the train. Who has 
the right to what, who suffers the most or who arrived first?

This environment can be called one of social cannibal-
ism. A neighbor reports: “even among themselves they 
squabble for money or food, and many times we had to 
call the ambulance because of these little riots”. The “social 
cannibalism” in this grey zone reflects the construction 
of the neoliberal “disorder,” as well as the experience of 

geographic territories based on exclusion. They are the 
residence of a part of humanity which has been thrown 
away. This oppressive system is made of new dependencies 
and of accumulations for loot, of bureaucrats, politicians, 
businessmen, the State, and corporations. All these actors 
allow such criminal practices and even take part in them. 
They benefit from a context like that of the train tracks. 
They delegate the enormous costs of violence to those that 
wander in these spaces. Making them accomplices is a way 
not to take responsibility of their own subjection.

In this battle, FM4 Paso Libre has been engaging in the 
task of moderating the increasing outbreaks of xenophobia 
caused by the expansion of poverty in the city. One of our 
actions was to publish a recommendation for the citizens of 
Guadalajara not to give money to those in need, but rather 
other forms of aid, including food or clothing. For this rea-
son, the “Mexicans” that reside in the streets near the CAM 
have accused the organization of discriminating in favor of 
foreigners, since they have now stopped receiving money.

Outside of the migrant attention center on Inglaterra 
Avenue between Colón and Quetzal there is a “free” space, a 
refuge for homeless people, who, in this block, are between 
40 to 50 individuals. However, the population increased 
significantly this year when a settlement near the avenue 
8 de Julio was burnt down. The “refuge” is not protected 
from the rain and, compared to the shelters of cardboard, 
aluminum and canvas that they had, the housing resources 
are scarce. Strickland (2013) identifies three reasons for 
them to settle down here. The first one is that the presence 
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of homeless people has been a constant here for the past 
12 years, which means that they have been accepted by the 
neighbors. Any homeless person going through Guadalajara 
knows this place as a meeting point. Secondly, authorities 
are particularly tolerant in the area. Police often pass by 
the street, but they turn a blind eye on the consumption of 
intoxicative inhalants, marijuana and alcohol in this spot, 
away from public view. Often this permissiveness is made 
possible by bribes and favors which satisfy the interests 
of some, while providing protection and control to others. 
Finally, there is a significant number of people who pass by 
with their trucks and give out food, which is another incen-
tive for homeless people to live here.

The proximity between migrants and homeless resi-
dents of Guadalajara has provoked violent conflicts over the 
right to stay in the street. The local population knows the 
area better and has more networks within the city. They 
can be more aggressive and know how to use the threat of 
deportation against migrants. They also know how to medi-
ate between the real powers of the street: security agents, 
traders, taxi drivers, street vendors, pimps, market vendors 
and government inspectors. Interestingly, the increased 
presence of new categories of migrants helps the formation 
of unusual connections between these different types of 
“people of streets,” for better or worse.

Measures taken by Ferromex are actually causing more 
difficulties in the cohabitation of different people along the 
railway tracks. This year, tall concrete blocks were put up 
in certain areas, like Pueblo Quieto. They were supposed to 

make it more difficult for migrants to jump on the trains, 
but they ended up being used as drying racks by women of 
the neighborhood. It seems that they have been the cause 
of accidents, however. Furthermore, chain-link fences and 
security doors have been placed precisely in the area with  
the most migrants in “La Galletera.” This resulted in the 
expulsion of many people who were spending the night in 
surrounding streets. Fights, competitions and beatings are 
now daily events.

The engineer Miguel Ángel Barbosa, from Ferromex’s 
department “Buildings and Right of Way” insists, in an in-
terview by Joel González Pérez (2013), that the reason be-
hind the fences is “to protect and safeguard the property of 
the company”. Negating the access to the “undocumented, 
criminals and any kind of thieves” is also among the reasons 
for putting up fences. “They were using our tracks as refuges 
for their illicit acts”. Ferromex does not acknowledge the 
consequences of the measures it takes and delegates its 
problems to the most vulnerable population, as well as 
the people of Guadalajara and its institutions. It has been 
helping in bringing urban coexistence to its breaking point, 
as it becomes more and more hostile. Indifference rules, 
together with the lack of interest and social responsibility. 
In the commercialization of life humans become more and 
more similar to “disposable material.” Ferromex employees 
brings these ideas further by saying: “if it was for me, I 
would put security doors on each side of Jalisco, and in any 
state crossed by the tracks. Unfortunately, all of the money 
in the world would not be enough.”
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Through tears and hugs it is hard to forget my old lady
that I had to leave back home.
One March 22, I will not forget
the trip, it seems like a never-ending story.
I remember that night, rain and cold traveling on the train, a nightmare.
I made a fire, gives some heat.
I miss my dear little place, El Salvador, I remember with love.
Fatherland, fatherland has given me love, comforts me longing to see you again.
However, I have to escape death.

Luis Ángel Orellana. El Salvador.
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The visibility of migration both nationally and internation-
ally has affected the performance of a large segment of the 
population that sees daily migrants pass on the train over-
night in public spaces or wander the streets and avenues of 
the Guadalajara Metropolitan Area (GMA). The media has 
served as a mechanism for dissemination of information 
and as an opinion generator, but also as a space from which 
the general public has expressed a vision that builds and im-
pacts, positively or negatively, the treatment of migrants.

FM4 Paso Libre recognizes the social and media con-
struction of the image of migrants in transit in the GMA 
as actions for or against this population. It’s important to 
continue building networks of information and links, that 
create opinions and real, responsible and serious action. 
Only through knowledge and commitment can we approach 
migrants and stop seeing them as “strangers.”

Categorizations that the inhabitants of city have for 
migrants determine what types of interactions they’ll have 

with migrants in transit. In order to gather information on 
these experiences, interactions and categorizations of the 
different communities of the city, surrounding the path of 
migration, we used different methodological tools: an ana-
lytical monitoring of publications in print media from 2010 
to mid-2013, the implementation of a survey, and in-depth 
interviews with those that live in neighborhoods that sur-
round the train tracks. We also did observations along the 
railroad tracks, used official information on reports from 
neighboring authorities of different municipalities of the 
GMA, and analyzed the field experience of various actors 
who have long been involved with FM4 Paso Libre.

Through these methods we sought to detect whether 
the inhabitants of this area identify migrants in transit as 
actors in the city, what are the categories used to describe 
and identify migrants and what their perceptions and actions 
are in relation to them. We also wanted identify areas of need 
to build awareness in order to build bonds of solidarity.

V. Migration in Transit’s Social  
Representations in Guadalajara’s 

Metropolitan Area
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Guadalajara, Guadalajara, You Have the Most 
Mexican Soul 
“[In] Guadalajara past and present are interwoven; so 
it seems to be a city of overlapping cities” (Aceves, and 
Safa, 2004:279). In Guadalajara there are sharp divisions 
between social classes, Families inhabit what’s known as 
the “lineage of life,” where family background is of great 
importance in regard to social status. Through this practice 
is the creation of the “other.” The distribution of the spaces 
in the city reflects the fragmentation of class and status. 
A symbol of this socio-spatial distribution is the Calzada 
Independencia, which marks the boundary between those 
who are “white” and “well to-do” and those who are “brown” 
and “poor.” Thus, the movement of the city is divided into 
two parts: each side has its own form of entertainment and 
what it means to live in the city.

Guadalajara is deeply conservative. It was the birth-
place of the Cristero War and a “mega church,” the Martyr’s 
Shrine, which was built in honor of those who died in the 
war, trumpeting Catholic values. Thus, the city vigorously 
expresses the traditional sense of the family, trying to hide 
and/or deny sexual identity diversity and seeks to exemplify 
charity, or what it is to be “good people.”

Family has a central place in the lives of the people 
of Guadalajara. Weekly family gatherings on Sunday are 
a common practice. Family gives identity, “ancestry” and 
social status. To be a “Tapatío/a” (one who is from Jalisco) 
is a matter of being of the “lineage” and “well to-do people.” 

This influences how tapatíos relate to “others.” According to 
the study, “How Do We See Ourselves as Tapatíos” (2012), 
people of Guadalajara only completely trust in family, which 
causes for social circles in the city to be “closed;” families 
are friends for generations. It’s difficult for new members 
to integrate into said groups. A Tapatío/a may not confide 
in someone who is seen as a foreigner.

A Tapatío/a cannot be “selfish” because a Tapatío/a is 
“civilized,” has “class,” and “good manners and habits.” A 
Tapatío/a does not like poverty; a Tapatío/a feels horrible 
about people begging on the streets, preferring to give, par-
ticipates in charitable causes and “charities” almost always 
without commitment. This type of charity implies nothing 
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further than donating small amounts of money. These 
common cultural practices converge in many ways when 
met with the idea of the “other.” It is the convergence with 
non-Tapatíos in GMA that creates tension, hence the need 
to reflect the different interactions and dynamics within 
converging communities.

Migration in Transit through Guadalajara’s 
Metropolitan Area through the Media’s Lens
The media produces opinions about the political and social 
events in any given setting, and the contents are for its au-
dience to perceive, analyze and refute what happens within 
complex realities. Therefore, it is necessary to reflect on the 
role of the press and media intermediation in relation to the 
social construction of the facts, and to know how the media 
plays a role in creating the image of migrants in transit.

We used 115 articles, mostly local, from different me-
dia sources starting in 2010 to mid-2013, a period in which 
the phenomenon of immigration was covered significantly 
at the local, national and international level. It was a time 
during which politics, the media, academic institutions and 
society as a whole paid special attention to immigration. 
We have also tracked 308 comments on articles on transit 
migration in general. A third of them refer to the case of the 
GMA, of which half allude to FM4 Paso Libre.

35% expressed a resounding rejection of the transit 
and the presence of migrants in the city, with discrimi-
natory expressions ranging from the consideration of 

migrants in a derogatory tone, to the fear of the unknown. 
Many also refer to the issue of insecurity of citizens and 
the places where migrants roam and where they come from. 
On the contrary, a quarter expressed empathy towards the 
phenomenon of transit migration, expressing the need to 
respect human rights, the lack of humanitarian assistance, 
and the issues with the criminalization of migrants

The purpose of this section is to identify the moments 
of media visibility (Thompson, 1995, 2005) of transmigra-
tion in the GMA to reflect on the social perception and 
representation that arise, and in terms of what is real and 
concrete evidence of possible actions both for and against 
the phenomenon.

2010 and Tragedy Made Visible
During 2010 we followed just 5% of the sample news. The 
articles we used show concern for migration at the southern 
border, a relatively old topic, and the topic is covered as if mi-
grants disappear in transit and reappear at the northern border.

In early 2010, the articles described the appalling work-
ing conditions in the United States for Mexican and Central 
American migrants and the major municipalities of Jalisco 
that have high percentages of migrants leaving to go to the 
US The media reported that the Mexican government and 
society advocated against the Arizona law that criminalizes 
everything in relation to those who are “undocumented.”

What is fundamental to our work is the news of the 
slaughter in San Fernando, Tamaulipas in August 2010, 
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where a mass grave was found of 72 migrants who had been 
kidnapped, tortured, maimed, killed, without documents 
and were left unrecognizable. The concern for transit migra-
tion grew, evolving from a minimized reaction to a complex 
public reality, with statements by politicians, opinions in 
the media, testimonies of survivors and outrage from the 
families affected and the Latin American society in general. 
This is what can be called a tragedy made visible, one that 
although it had an effect on the national media agenda both 
locally and internationally, created the need for  attention 
and also to reverse the immediate and emerging context, 
migration in transit in the GMA.

From this event the history of migration in Central 
Mexico took a completely different direction from that 
which had characterized it for years, maybe decades. The 
tragedy came to place the issue on the national agenda by 
incorporating fear, violence, insecurity, humanitarian crisis 
and vulnerability of the migrant population.

The media exposure that originated from this human 
tragedy facilitated the press in showing society what hap-
pens to migrants. Articles expressing empathy began to 
emerge, rejecting abuses, calling for an investigation into 
corruption of the National Migration Institute (INM for 
its acronym in Spanish), and an improvement of living 
conditions in countries of origin. However, there were also 
articles linked to the work of FM4 Paso Libre with migrants 
passing through the country, specifically through the GMA, 
stating “and it seems that we are also filling up with low-

lifes and assassins” (El sombras nada más, El Informador, 
September 2010). These and other expressions show the 
criminalization of migrants and the fear of the “other.”

In late 2010, articles hint at the structural deficiencies 
and the need to clear the intolerable. Father Solalinde, coor-
dinator of migrant shelter Hermanos en el Camino in Ixtepec, 
Oaxaca, denounced the abuse of Central American migrants 
by the INM. The slaughter in Tamaulipas led to the departure 
of the director of the Institute and recognition that immigra-
tion law was obsolete. In this sense the senators promote 
immigration law in Mexico according to circumstances.

The issue of migration in Guadalajara was discussed 
in the framework of the Global Forum on Migration and 
Development held in Puerto Vallarta, Jalisco in November 
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2010, where experts in the field of international insecurity 
spoke about migration, however, the transit passed unno-
ticed again within government bodies.

These events contributed to the media visualization 
of migrants in Guadalajara. The Pacific route is positioned 
in the political, social and media’s perception as safer or 
less violent, but still the longest. Guadalajara is analyzed 
as part of transmigration in Mexico and along with it civil 
associations such as FM4 Free Passage who have worked 
with migrants for many years.

Year 2011: The Western Route... The Safest?
From 2011 migration in transit by the GMA is addressed 
from the perspective of security. In our statistical sample 
of articles, 13% overall say basically that migrants have no 
security from organized crime’s violencia and auhtorities 
corruption. Local media along with academics who study 
the phenomenon of the new migration law, published in the 
Diario Oficial de la Federación newspaper on May 25, 2011, 
stated that although it was a breakthrough in human rights 
and in terms of “decriminalization” it seems to be a law on 
foreigners outside the needs of migrants in transit. At the 
same time, the Central American migration journey in Gua-
dalajara has become a public issue that concerns everyone 
and must be addressed.

The new migration law sparked fierce controversy 
among the learned public on aspects which showed lack of 
concern and empathy for migrants and humanitarian crisis:

“Mexico for Mexicans”
(Yoseline, El Informador Newspaper, 2011)
 
“I think it is not right, because Mexico has its own 
problems with their own people to be caring for 
people who are not even from Mexico and worst 
of all our taxes are given to them to make up for 
everything that their governments do not give 
them. It is like caring for the child of a neighbour, 
who isn’t fulfiiling their own obligations to take 
care of their own child. If they are so concerned 
about migrants from Central America they should 
see to it they that actually go to the US, and that 
they don’t stay here robbing and assaulting” 
(heroeanonimo123, El Informador Newspaper, 
February 2011).

To a lesser extent there are also comments that invite 
solidarity with migrants,

 
“It’s disappointing that people think like Yoseline. 
What Mexico has done is most important at the 
level of migration. Many immigrants are heading 
to the US and if they want to stay in Mexico, I 
do not see the problem, or what fear you have, 
Yoseline, all of us are Latino brothers or are you a 
gringa? Or are you just finding a reason to blame 
foreigners?... They are looking good jobs and op-
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portunities there... This law must be seen as an op-
portunity rather than a problem (Felipe Calderón)“ 
(Ángel Luna, El Informador Newspaper, February 
2011).

The press is now talking about an increase of migrants 
in the “Western Pearl”, understanding that the increase 
of migration on the western route arises from the violent 
conditions on the other routes. There are other factors, but 
apparently the reality is that violence can disrupt the life of 
any person. The following chronicle recounts the experience 
of a Central American migrant in Guadalajara on the train 
on which federal police raped two women:

 
“They had 16 days on various railroads. They were 
about to assault theme in Tierra Blanca, Veracruz. 
They were freed. Reaching Guadalajara was a night-
mare. Federal agents kidnapped and raped his wife 
and sister.” (René de Dios, el Informador Newspaper, 
June 2011).

Will the most notorious abuses being communicated 
through the media create more indifference or a more criti-
cal and reasonable perception?

Year 2012: A Visibly Complex Reality
2012 deepened and gained ground on the shifting spectrum 
of migration. Articles covering the topic grew suddenly and 
a sample collection of 57 articles (49%) was collected. The 

vast majority are emitted from the GMA and 32 refer to the 
work of FM4 Paso Libre.

The issue of migration is positioned alongside poverty 
and insecurity in the GMA. In 2012 the local government, 
headed by the mayor of Guadalajara, Ramiro Hernández,  
sought to care for the homeless who have settled in the city 
center in areas near the railroad tracks. Increasingly they 
are mistaken for migrants in transit, but Central American 
migrants in transit do add to the their numbers, i.e., there 
is a constant transit of migrants who are arrested, move 
throughout the city and live on the streets of the city. In the 
context of this migration complexity, local media said there 
are people pretending to be migrants to receive support 
from society.

“Central American Pirates, Their Presence Used by 
Others to Get Money” is the title of an article from El In-
formador Newspaper, on November 18, 2012 and a month 
later another article came out about the money generated 
for migrants. The recommendations of civil society organi-
zations to give donations in kind instead of money become 
visible.

Father Solalinde recognized in December, 2012 with 
the National Human Rights Award, said that the growing 
need is like “the poor competing against the poor” and 
that the presence of migrants and those who are like them 
demonstrate the social precariousness of the region.

The issue of migrants and those who pose as them 
gains ground and there are those who make finely crafted 
distinctions, “The homeless: are lost as if time did not exist; 
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Migrants: time is vital” (TragicomediaMexicana2012). But 
the journalistic comments come out as negative towards 
migrants, on a count of their presence, their activities, or 
the fear that they will stay in the city,

 
“They go crossing the railroad tracks, there are 
hundreds of undocumented immigrants, who 
have been there for months asking to go to their 
‘homeland’, to me they have already stayed.” 
(Herrara L., El Informador Newspaper, October 2012).

There are also many articles that speak about what the 
population considers should be done by the government in 
relation to migration:

 
“Mexico can’t officially create a system for protecting 
this migration at this point when the country has a he-
avy burden with their own citizens who are totally un-
protected in rural areas or in the mountains and where 
you constantly have local government stealing money.” 
(Aguilar G., El Informador Newspaper, November 
2012).

As well, there is the importance of the issue of safety in 
the neighborhoods surrounding the tracks, especially those 
of the middle and upper class located to the west of the GMA. 
 
“I live in the neighborhood Vallarta Sur, between San 
Bonifacio and Lopez Mateos. It has been about a year 

of people posing as migrants and they are the same 
faces you see on the corners of Avenida Inglaterra and 
San Bonifacio, Inglaterra and Arcos, Arcos and Av. Ni-
ños Heroes and Av. Guadalupe and López Mateos. It is 
an invasion of people, and even still at 11 p.m. you  are 
‘required’ in a peculiar way to give them money.... I’m sick 
of it,  it scares me, every time the invasion is larger  and  
the last time someone asked for help, they demanded 
money it was on Niño Obrero and Av.Guadalupe. Mi-
grants who are just passing through stay for months. 
It’s a serious problem especially because of the problem 
of people who are also make it their job to impersonate 
migrants for money (who are residents of Guadalajara). 
The police do not do anything to deal with issues of rob-
beries of homes and convenience stores. We need help!” 
(Cristina Comte, El Informador Newspaper, November 
2012).

The content of local news stories also shows acts of 
violence, accidents and vicissitudes of migration in transit. 
As in the case of Central American migrants beaten to death 
in the neighborhood Jardines Vallarta or the death of a mi-
grant on the tracks in the neighborhood Venta de Astillero, 
both in the municipality of Zapopan, Jalisco, reflect what 
is expressed in this quote by a reader: “Who cares about 
a migrant? What irrelevant news!” (Lupito, El Informador 
Newspaper, November 2012). The following quote shows 
this type of justification for the abuses, crimes and viola-
tions of human rights committed against migrants:
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“The majority of migrants, 70% of the time, the reason 
they are migrating is that they committed a crime 
and are fleeing for crimes they have committed, 
others for adventure, others because they are 
part of gangs, etc.. etc. And the other 30% for real 
economic need. I do not know if you noticed lately 
on the tracks at the corners of Cruz del Sur and 
Lazaro Cardenas, they are begging for money. 
I don’t know, but it gives me a bad feeling that 
another social epidemic is beginning and it will 
bring us issues of security, including diseases. It’s 
not a matter of discrimination, but of security.” 
(La polaca, El Informador Newspaper, November 
2012).

Another issue of concern to the public of the news me-
dia is the topic of aesthetics, which is a filter to be socially 
accepted in Tapatío society:

 
“And what about the city being so unattractive? The 
truth I was also a victim of these evils. Furthermore, if 
they don’t even make it to the US they could just end up 
working for the Zetas and if they end up working for this 
criminal group, the authorities need to deport them.” 
(IUKAS DIK, El Informador Newspaper, November 
2012)

“Mexico should regulate their southern border, not for 
racist reasons, but to avoid social problems that are 

brewing when these migrants are victims of crime, kid-
nappings and because many fail to make it to the US 
and remain in Mexico without alternatives of survival. 
For that reason they just end up being part of large 
criminal organizations that already exist in Mexico.” 
(Marie An, El Informador Newspaper, December 
2012).

Finally, poverty is attributed to migration in the GMA, 
and like in the previous it is criminalized:

 
“It never occurred to me to go to another country 
alone just for the reason of being poor. I prefer to 
prepare myself and study to live well in my own 
country. You think that’s racism. Who would like 
someone coming in and staying in your garage? 
You are one of those ignorant people who think by 
that defending illegal immigration you are a good 
person, or is it your specific situation that hurts you?” 
(An Habivro, El Informador Newspaper, December 
2012).

It is noteworthy that when it comes to people who 
pose as migrants, the issue is deflected and almost always 
ends up focusing on the presence of migrants, who are 
assumed to be Central Americans The flow of migration, 
passing through the GMA and the country on the back of 
La Bestia (the name for the train on which migrants ride 
meaning “The Beast”) is also Mexican.
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Year 2013 and What is to Come...
So far this year, the document consists of 26 news reports, 
23% of the total of the articles, and 16 from the GMA. They 
highlight the acts of violence in the country, and among 
the first days of January 2013 a series of articles came out 
about decapitated bodies that were left in the Moderna 
neighborhood at the door of the Migrant Attention Center 
of FM4 Paso Libre. The media highlight gaps in safety and 
public policies for decent and peaceful migration in the 
region. Weeks later it was confirmed that the bodies are 
neighbors of the GMA, shot as a result of violence of the 
drug war launched by former President Felipe Calderón. 
Organized crime is a constant that is found in conjunction 
with the migrant population.

 
“We continue to let “the beast” circulate with 
illegal immigrants in view of the authorities; in 
the end they will ‘get stuck’ at the border and as 
they have nothing to do and nothing to lose, they 
engage in crime, kidnapping, extortion and so on”. 
(Javier, El Informador Newspaper, April 2013).

In the same month it was reported that residents of 
the west side shared their vision for Guadalajara which re-
quired that the local authorities deal with the phenomenon 
of migration and begging that occurred in areas near the 
train tracks, to promote public policy.

 

“Those Central Americans try to act as if they 
come from the Jalisco neighbourhood, las Jun-
tas or Zalate because there’s nothing Central 
American about them and it makes me laugh 
when they ask for money and they try to change 
their voice like they were from another country. I 
don’t doubt that they’re Central Americans asking 
for help, but not this fake Central Americans” 
(Europeodepuertadehierro, El Informador Newspa-
per, April 2013).

Media coverage points to an increase of Central Ameri-
cans who have become homeless in their transit through 
the capital of Jalisco. These cases refer to a complex reality 
that has become visible and daily visibility gives way to a 
broader framework for understanding that global events 
are also ubiquitous in the local experiences. Among the 
comments on these experiences, there’s a heightened sense 
of xenophobia and marginalization of the foreigner.

 
“And what do they provide? Do they create 
jobs? Do they plant trees?? Do they clean the 
streets of our city? Combat organized crime?“ 
(María Esther, El Informador, Newspaper, April 2013).

Migration also seems to be perceived as a problem of 
political agendas, economic and social issues, of the nations 
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and states geographically located associated with immigra-
tion leaving aside the structural and global implications of 
such a complex phenomenon as migration.

 
“They should settle their problems in their respective 
countries and they should be educated because they are 
like a plague and end up destroying their environment” 
(PRIANaco, El Informador Newspaper The Daily Re-
porter, April 2013).

The visibility that the issue of immigration has 
gained, in part due to media coverage, has favored the 
emergence of attitudes and evidence of all kinds, as stated 
earlier within the various commentaries. It also shows the 
constant solidarity and empathy in various sectors of the 
population. We understand that an awareness-raising and 
information is needed for such attitudes and practices to 
spread. Awareness is not always an objective media as this 
involves enhancing the voice of the people or silence. The 
violent and tragic acts are reprehensible and are perceived 
even without the media reporting, however, it is essential 
to observe the flow of media information where “being 
public” means “being visible“ and not being public, implies 
otherwise. This process of being seen and heard by others is 
the social perception, so then levels of visibility and solidar-
ity, which from our perspective were generated alongside 
the media coverage of the phenomenon of transit migra-
tion, will be described.

Three Levels, Apparently One Single Dynamic
According to the experience of direct intervention with 
migrants in transit and the continuous work  to socialize 
and reflect on the issue of migration in different spaces, 
FM4 Paso Libre detected different levels in a way that 
the population Guadalajara approaches the phenome-
non. Here we systematize three, but it does not mean 
that these are the only ones or constitute the complete 
model.

A) Invisibilitization  
For some decades the passage of migrants in the country 
was a topic rarely discussed in the lives and national dyna-
mics, except for the border states of Southern Mexico who 
saw their mobility and travel an everyday reality linked to 
crossing the border between neighboring towns, marketing 
between them or agricultural work in the banana and coffee 
farms in Chiapas and Tabasco. 

The invisibility was accompanied by the lack of concern 
by the political authorities of the country around recurring 
events along with the lack of formal mechanisms to be 
aware of the flows going through Mexico. These situations 
made them more vulnerable and likely to be victims of hu-
man rights violations. 

Specifically in the GMA, the invisibility was no dif-
ferent than what was presented in the rest of the country. 
Prior to August 2010, very little was known and heard 
about the migration of thousands of Central Americans and 
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Mexicans. The increase in violence during the presidency 
of Felipe Calderón (2006-2012) following the frontal fight 
against organized crime, further encouraged the vulnerabil-
ity of transmigrants, who not only had to deal with abuse, 
bullying and corruption of the authorities of the three 
levels of government, but also had to deal with organized 
crime. The media boom that led to the discovery of 72 bod-
ies in the town of San Fernando, Tamaulipas, was a radical 
change of the processing of information by the media and 
humanitarian aid emerged along different routes country. 
Before the slaughter of San Fernando, little was known 
about the transit of migrants through Guadalajara, save for 
the scattered towns along the train tracks, who knew for a 
long time of the passage of los trampas (Vox populi).

Because of the efforts of FM4 Paso Libre and after 3 
years of arduous volunteer work which started in 2007, 
they began to assert themselves and gain importance. In 
April 2011, history repeated itself, and clandestine graves 
in Tamaulipas, where the bodies, presumably of migrants 
who sought to cross into the United States, were found. 
This situation led to the resurgence of interest in the topic 
by all modes of communication.

The increase in violence along the two most frequent 
train routes, the tracks by the Gulf reaching Piedras Negras 
Coahuila, and the tracks near the center of the country 
coming to Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua, caused the change 
and diversification of migratory circuits, transportation 
and travel times. Day by day more migrants began to move 
through the Pacific route that leads to Mexicali, Baja Cali-
fornia, to the Guadalajara Metropolitan Area. The passage 
of migrants was virtually unknown by the population living 
in the GMA or misinterpreted, assuming population that 
roamed the railroad tracks was the homeless population.

B) Indifferent Visibility
The presence of migrants in transit was gaining importance 
with the unfortunate tragedies that were reported in the 
national press. In the GMA, FM4 Paso Libre, began to 
position itself as a leader in the topic, steadily since mid-
2011, both the media and the general public came to the 
organization to know what happened to migrants. 

The first contacts sought response to: Why are mi-
grants leaving the tracks? People were already aware of the 
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presence of migrants, but their visibility caused concern 
in a significant sector of the population. The fear of the 
different, the unknown, came to light in the search for 
explanations.

This realization tended to be confused with an 
exponential increase of migrants in Guadalajara and the 
assumption that they would stay permanently. It is called 
indifferent visibility, because once people became aware of 
the presence of migrants in Guadalajara, the fear of to the 
unknown led to indifference towards the conditions that 
migrants faced. It worried people more that they wandered 
outside of the zone that they were supposed to be in: The 
tracks, rather than the vulnerability that they found them-
selves in.

C) Emerging Humanitarian Care
When the presence of migrants in the GMA became known, 
the air of indifference began to decline in some people. 
In 2013 there were signs of solidarity with migrants and 
those living on the streets. In the vicinity of the Migrant 
Care Center, a space in which humanitarian assistance is 
provided by FM4 Paso Libre, people began to bring food 
and drinks. At different points in the city there are people 
who give out water, food and even money to those who 
claim to be migrants. There have been attempts to get to 
know some of the regulars of the tracks in order to know 
their motivations. These are generally people who do not 
belong to civic organizations and voluntarily pay attention 

to the diffusion of the phenomenon, take to the streets to 
“support people”. Most are Catholic parishioners and some 
evangelicals who do charity following the precepts of their 
respective churches.

Migrants in Transit Imaginaries Through GMA
Media coverage at the national and local level of migrants 
in transit, dissemination activities that we have done in 
the GMA, as well as research from local universities has 
made the issue more visible in the tapatío population. We 
conducted a survey in the GMA to know the ways in which 
people identify or refer to the migrants, since people de-
pend on this in the ways they socialize and act in solidarity 
with the migrants. The inhabitants of the areas around the 
tracks recognize that migrants pass through the GMA. The 
Western route has been traditionally used by migrants in 
transit to get to California, so there are a number of people 
who recognize that their journey is a phenomenon that has 
occurred for a long time. However, the neighborhoods next 
to the tracks mostly indicate that the presence of migrants 
in transit in the city has increased recently, particularly in 
the last 3 years. Of those surveyed, nearly 30 % said they 
were aware of the presence of migrants in transit for 10 
years, 20% estimated that this presence goes back almost 
30 years, the rest of the sample is composed of people who 
said having seen “ always“ (6%) and respondents who were 
unaware of their presence (8%). The greatest visibility of 
migrants in transit in the GMA was in 2010, which coinci-
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des with the increased media coverage of the phenomenon 
in our country and the killing of San Fernando, Tamaulipas. 
We asked about the way in which they might describe a 
migrant in transit in order to know what categories to 
create and to understand the kind of solidarity that may 
emerge; and to identify the prejudices and stereotypes that 
come into play in interactions with these subjects. They do 
it through different categories that have been grouped into 
three dimensions: physical 47%, 32% space and 21% emo-
tional. The first refers to the accent, backpack and blanket, 
skin color, and being “dirty.” (GRAPH 13)

Within the spatial practices that are associated with 
migrants are: “Going by” and the “asking” or “needing” 
help. (GRAPH 14)

The emotional dimension points to a feeling of inse-
curity, and less frequently of sadness or pity. These operate 
in three distinct areas: first, the feeling of “insecurity” is a 
reaction to the physical aspect of the person; second, the 
“sadness” and “shame” operate not only from the physical 
aspect of the person, but also from “knowing” or “believing” 
that there is a story behind it; the third area also involves 
the knowledge, experience or previous interactions with 
migrants in transit. In these categories we can see responses 
such as: “They are friendly” or “they suffer a lot.” (GRAPH 15)

When descriptions, categorizations and feelings of these 
three dimensions are compiled one builds an image of the 
migrant in transit. There is an obvious disconnect between 
the physical and spatial dimensions with the emotional 

dimension. Few features of the first two dimensions could 
help generate a feeling of “insecurity.” However, all these 
categories coincide with the characteristics associated with 
groups who are “marginalized”. And, as described by Stephen 
Menell (in Bauman 2005:184), “outsiders” are subject to 
different processes of stigmatization, “they are always dirty, 
unreliable from a moral point of view and lazy, among other 
things. That was how workers of the nineteenth century were 
regarded, usually referred to as the: all those dirty people.”

As noted, there are people who pose as migrants in 
transit in order to ask for aid at the crossroads of the city, 
they are identified as “others”. They are related to negative 
categories that place them, just as the migrant in transit, 
in a position of “marginality” and stigmatization. Only 
the people of Las Juntas and the area near the MAC, both 
described in the previous section, seem to make this dis-
tinction.

This adds to the perception that GMA is a “generous” 
city that is transitioning from a position of invisibility 
and indifference to that of an emerging humanitarian 
assistance. 84% of respondents said they were willing to 
help (or already help) migrants in the city. This provision 
creates the opportunity to extend humanitarian aid in GMA 
to this population. The challenge is that these spaces are not 
built solely from a vertical logic in which a person “receives” 
a “generous” gesture; but also from the perspective of 
human rights, solidarity and non-radical victimization. By 
working off the second view, we can recognize not only the 
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GRAPH 13 -. PHYSICAL DIMENSION OF SOCIAL REPRESENTATION 
OF A MIGRANT IN TRANSIT

SOURCE: OWN CALCULATIONS BASED ON DATA FROM THE SURVEY ON PERCEPTION AND SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS 
OF TRANSIT MIGRATION FM4 PASO LIBRE 2013
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SOURCE: OWN CALCULATIONS BASED ON DATA FROM THE SURVEY ON PERCEPTION AND SOCIAL 
REPRESENTATIONS OF TRANSIT MIGRATION FM4 PASO LIBRE 2013 

GRAPH 14. SPATIAL DIMENSION OF SOCIAL REPRESENTATION 
OF A MIGRANT IN TRANSIT
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generosity of those who bring help, but also the human 
rights of all persons and the agency of the migrants.

Migrants and Neighbors: strangers in the 
metropolis
As mentioned, “outsiders” in the city is one of the elements 
that impact not only the perception of “others” but also 
the perception of ourselves. Modern cities were built with 
commercial spaces and ideologies that were translated to 
centers of power, creating spaces of “marginality” in the 
periphery. As pointed out by Lomnitz-Adler (1999), in 
post-industrial cities he process of “marginalization” has 
changed and the centers (and suburbs) have multiplied. The 
GMA is no exception with its centers and peripheries that 
are in constant process of construction, deconstruction, 
enforcement and negotiation.

Retracing the path of the railway in the ZMG we can say 
that similar attitudes and perceptions are held about trans-
migrants. We can say that in the first stretch, the thresholds, 
and the last, the way out the city, people have similar atti-
tudes ad perceptions about transmigrant. Both identify them 
by what they do “they come to pass through” and they “ask 
for money.” There’s a usual tone in their responses. A worker 
for Ferromex in San Jose El Castillo calls them “walkers” and 
says: “We must try to help, we know they take from 1 to 2 
days”. The presence of migrants does not generate surprise 
or annoyance, they know that the majority of them will 
pass through. On the other hand, they do not consider that 

there is a direct relationship between the security of their 
communities and the presence of migrants in transit. In the 
neighborhood of La Venta del Astillero, Carlos lives besides 
the tracks and says “we’ve never experienced that they’ve 
come to be aggressive or to assault… They do not bother us. 
They ask for food. They are peaceful people”. And Ana, who 
works at a convenience store on the highway to Nogales, says 
that migrants are “people who are looking for life”. She finds 
it strange that people associate robberies and assaults with 
migrants, but there are also neighbors who sense the pres-
ence of people who “exploit” the situation and impersonate 
migrants, creating distrust and confusion which could limit 
future solidarity with those in transit.

Attitudes are very different in the intermediate sec-
tion of the trajectory that we call the Inglaterra Axis and 
that in our wiew represents a sociocultural border. Here you 
could do an internal distinction that almost corresponds to 
the municipal division between Guadalajara and Zapopan. 
In the first part of residential areas in Guadalajara there 
are groups of neighbors who have organized to influence 
the decisions of local governments. A collective formed in 
2010 when the State Government intended to build what 
was called the Via Express, a private concession of Avenida 
Inglaterra, the street that runs along the tracks. The presi-
dents of neighborhood organizations banded together to 
prevent the project and since then have worked together 
to address different problems and propose projects to the 
Municipal Government of Guadalajara. One such project 
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GRAPH 15. SOCIAL REPRESENTATION OF EMOTIONAL DIMENSION 
OF A MIGRANT IN TRANSIT

SOURCE: OWN CALCULATIONS BASED ON DATA FROM THE SURVEY ON PERCEPTION AND SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS
 OF TRANSIT MIGRATION FM4 PASO LIBRE 2013



Transit Migration through the Guadalajara Metropolitan Area116

was to convert the tracks into a public space. Neighbors 
have fixed up the tracks by planting grass and trees and 
putting in benches. Regarding the presence of migrants 
in transit on roads, they said at first they blamed them for 
the thefts in the neighborhood, but after investigating they 
found that the perpetrators were people from Guadalajara. 
Then the neighbors contacted FM4 Paso Libre and one 
neighbor put up a sign with a map and directions to the 
Center for Migrants in 2012.  Although citizens do not 
blame migrants for the security problems of the city, they 
see them as a problem that must be controlled because they 
“disfigure” the city. A president of the Junta de Vecinos says 
“So many people begging gives a bad image to the city,  for 
how they appear-dirty;” another president says: “Do not let 

it come to the city;” (a neighbor reiterates: “Do not let them 
spread throughout the city.” They believe that by entering 
the city, migrants in transit are “invading” a space that 
belongs to them, the neighbors. They dirty it and become 
a potential threat. The proposal was to create a space for 
migrants outside the city to keep them from entering while 
still giving them the help they need.

The second part of the trajectory is in Zapopan 
subdivisions with high fences. These neighborhoods have 
also been organized and neighbors (collectives, business 
owners and individuals) have sent requests to the 
Directorate General of Public Security of the Municipality 
asking them to “address the matter” of migrants on 
roads and  to call attention to the issues since they are 
“pollutants” for their bad appearances, vulgar language, 
physiological needs, creation of waste, drug usage, fights. 
These elements affect the peace and tranquility and above 
all, do not allow the creation of a “family” environment. 
Besides their constant presence, day and night, the roads 
have become their territory; they ask for money and stop 
vehicles; they’ve robbed and assaulted creating a climate 
of insecurity. Migrants are thrown into the same category 
as those who impersonate them. Unlike the residents of  
Eje Inglaterra (England axis) in Guadalajara, those of the 
suburbs of Zapopan see transit migrants are an issue that 
needs to be controlled and solved. They believe they are 
the deciding authority and yet do not propose a “solution” 
beyond exile, estrangement, eradication or that “the police 
do something.” They do not have to get involved.

|   PHOTOGRAPHER: JOSEPH SMOKE
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Community Work: The Traces of Concrete 
Actions in Different Social Spaces
One gamble of FM4 Paso Libre is to work with the communi-
ty, especially those who are neighbors of the train tracks, but 
also to work with those who travel daily by them. Sharing 
with others, different types of action are encountered some 
in favor of migrants materializing various types of assistance. 
Also found are groups with conflicting views, fears and pre-
judices, from seeing migrants as a threat to their community. 
Here our work makes sense, from these interactions we seek 
and build solidarity networks. We promote conditions for a 
dignified, free and fair migration through our city.

The support for migrants who pass through has been 
in part by neighbors and others from different parts of the 
city that constantly come to the tracks to help migrants. At 
different times and days of the week you can see families, 
co-workers, church groups and groups in civil society car-
rying bags full of food, lunches, water, fruit and sometimes 
some clothes to share with migrants. “On Sundays my 
sister, after selling tortas ahogadas that she sells outside a 
store, makes packets of tortas and takes them to the tracks 
to distribute them”, says a clerk of a small market located in 
front of the tracks in the neighborhood of Las Juntas.

We also know of a group of young university students 
who have been for more than 8 months going out to the 
train tracks on Sunday to pass out food. During this time 
we’ve explored different places to find them organized with 
family member and loved ones to raise funds, buy, and 

prepare food. They named themselves Luces en el Camino or 
Lights on the Path.  

There are religious groups that provide different kinds 
of help for migrants. Within the Catholic Church are social 
pastors and charity groups who organize to support them. 
These groups base their work on the teachings of the social 
doctrine of the church where the dignity and charity pro-
motes theological virtues. Evangelina belongs to the group 
Caritas de Nuestro Señor de la Salud who appropriated the 
cause of migrants and campaigned for collecting clothes 
and food in churches. She understands that vulnerability 
among migrants because they are in a country that is not 
theirs. She says, “I do this even though my husband dis-
agrees. He thinks that working with migrants is dangerous 
because we do not know who they are or where they come 
from.” And although this is the purpose of their church they 
can be sensitized to this reality and share a little of what 
they have with migrants.

In the Church of San Tarcisio Miravalle early Saturday 
neighborhood people belonging to the ministry of the 
church with young seminarians of the  Sociedad del Verbo 
Divino come together  to talk to migrants, give them food, 
give them some advice on the way and share some readings 
of the bible. In the same church and as part of this work that 
they do, there is a space where migrants with the greatest 
need are taken. In this space people from the neighborhood 
coexist with migrants. We spoke with Don José who lives 
on the farm beside of the shelter who thinks it’s good that 
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the neighborhood church helps migrants since there are 
more and more of them all the time in the neighborhood. 
Although he did mention some are part of what the calls 
the “wave of vagrants” and describes them as migrants who 
are traveling from one city to another without the aim of 
reaching the United States, staying several days. He notes 
they do not have the “American Dream.”

Outside the MAC you can find cars or trucks passing one 
or more times a day to deliver food to transit migrants and 
homeless people living there permanently. When vehicles ar-
rive one or more people pass out water without distinguish-
ing between migrants and homeless people. As the holidays 
approach the number of cars bringing food, blankets and 
other items increases. These groups of people do not seek a 
direct relationship with us, but because this area has diverse 
populations in need, especially migrants, many of these 
groups simply want to give what they have and are interested 
in looking for anything more.

There are also organized neighbors, members of 
neighborhood associations or simply citizens of some 
residential areas that share space with the tracks, mainly 
in Inglaterra Axis in the municipality of Guadalajara. They 
recognize that the presence of migrants brings changes to 
the landscape and the dynamics of their neighborhood. 
Specific actions are organized including food and clothing 
campaigns. Within these partnerships there is interest in 
knowing more about the situation and talks and workshops 
are offered by FM4 Paso Libre. |   PHOTOGRAPHER: LONCHO
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At the same time, we find those who do not want 
migrants near them and sometimes blame them for the 
dangers in their neighborhoods as was mentioned in the 
previous section. In the neighborhood near the Minerva 
there are businesses that at certain hours of the day, when 
they see more people walking on the tracks, lock up the 
entrances to their businesses until they’ve gone.

|   PHOTOGRAPHER: LONCHO
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If you knew how hard it is to walk this path
being away from my country and my beloved people,
you would not chase me, you would hug me and accompany me in my tears.
If you knew
how difficult it is to feel alone while you sleep on the tracks
you would say: I’m so sorry, I’m with you, I’ll be your friend,
I am lonely and a stranger to you.
I have the right to fight for my life anywhere because like you,
I am a human being...

If you knew. Junior, Migrant
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One of the most significant lessons we at FM4 Paso Libre 
have learned in these six years of working directly with 
migrants in the GMA is that our work is closely intertwined 
with another reality which has its own dynamics and actors. 
We understand, therefore, the challenge and the responsi-
bility which come from the generation of proposals and 
recommendations through a perspective based on human 
rights, knowing that such a perspective is based on the 
construction a free, dignified and just society. 

We carry on our constant reflection on the basis of 
respect and understand the idea that values are important 
and that every person has a right to his/her dignity. Under-
standing how this reality we interact with is developing is 
fundamental to generating proposals for future work.

This report does not only show the situation of mi-
grants in transit, going towards to the North, but also those 
who are coming back (or who have been deported) and 
those who use the train to move around Mexico, given the 

rising difficulties in crossing the border. All these happens, 
as we have seen, inside a very particular context, made of 
people who have often ended up living in a condition of 
inequality, as well as social and economical exclusion. All 
migrants have to deal with this scenario when they arrive 
in Guadalajara.

The “Report on Poverty In Mexico,” presented by the 
National Council on the Evaluation of Social Development 
Politics (CONEVAL) in July 2012, has shown that poverty 
in our country is spreading. In Jalisco the number of people 
in a situation of poverty rose from 2.76 million in 2010 
to 3.05 million in 2012. Among these, 1.227.728 live in 
the GMA. The municipalities of Guadalajara, Zapopan, 
Tlaquepaque, Tonalá and Tlajomulco alone make up for the 
42.3% of poverty in the state of Jalisco, which demonstrates 
the impoverishment of city life. This situation is particu-
larly visible in our daily work at the CAM, where we find 
ourselves among the “population of the street”, hundreds of 

VI. A few Remarks to Keep Working, 
Learning, Fighting...
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people who live and cohabit near the tracks and necessarily 
have to deal with migrants, with simple relations, tensions 
and even conflicts, as we have shown previously.

For us, it is extremely relevant (and it is a serious mat-
ter) to evidence that migrants and homeless populations’ 
economic, social, cultural and environmental rights are ba-
sically non-existent. These rights are part of the necessary 
conditions to lead a dignified life. In the case of economic 
rights specifically, having the necessary resources to live in 
a dignified way is be indispensable. In order to be able to 
make use of such rights, it is necessary to have other rights 
guaranteed: To develop licit economic activities, to get a 
dignified job with an adequate pay and to have your labor 
rights (Centro Pro, 2012). 

Without doubts, the situation in Jalisco, and in par-
ticular in GMA, highlights the increase in poverty in the 
city, which means that more and more people do not see 
their economic, social, cultural and environmental rights 
respected. Therefore, they turn to the street to find the 
necessary resources to survive. Adding to the issue there is 
the problem of migrants who decide to stay in Guadalajara 
to make money. Perhaps – and this needs to be studied 
further – this is becoming a new modus vivendi, given the 
difficulties of crossing the Northern border.

This is something that we see in other parts of the 
railway tracks, even outside Guadalajara. In some of these 
places the problem is even worse than in GMA. In FM4 
Paso Libre are convinced that the scenario of the “inhabit-

ants of the tracks” and the “stowaways of the train” is get-
ting more and more diversified, while its dimensions are 
also increasing, as this report —we believe— has shown. 
The categories we give to these people are becoming less 
clear and more intertwined: poor people, nomads, day 
workers, migrants in transits, deported migrants, those 
who have decided to stay, homeless people, scavengers? 
anyone could be, at any time, one of them, regardless of 
the nationality.

When they arrive in Guadalajara, migrants have to 
face the challenge of finding a way to get by in a city that 
is unknown to them. They arrive in an area that has not 
done much to generate basic humanitarian conditions for 
these and other vulnerable populations. Here, moreover, a 
significant part of the population looks at these newcomers’ 
presence with a suspicious eye, full of mistrust, fear and 
indifference. This attitude is manifested in actions that can, 
at times, be aggressive, hostile, or aimed at criminalizing 
“the other.” Luckily, we have also seen opposite attitudes. 
Some people, as a matter of fact, try to empathize with the 
migrants and their humanitarian crisis, through supportive 
gestures and actions, from donations through our own chan-
nels or in an independent way, to the simple sharing of a 
meal on the street.

Similarly, we cannot completely throw away the gov-
ernmental response to this situation. As a matter of fact, 
in this new political and administrative term (starting in 
2012), different actions have been taken at the municipal 
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and even at the state level. These have proven to be open to 
work with the topic of transmigration, in a way that echoes 
the discourse around human rights. 

There is a clear discretionary response from individuals 
in some government departments in the metropolitan area. 
At the municipal level: In Guadalajara, the Health Depart-
ment, the DIF (institution for the family’s comprehensive 
development), and the Public Security Department; in Za-
popan, the Public Security, Civil Protection, and Firefight-
ers Department; and in Tlaquepaque, the Social Prevention 
Department. At a State level: Jalisco’s Women’s Institute; 
the Health Ministry; the Aid’s Prevention State Council; 
and the Migratory Affairs Committee. 

Nevertheless, there are no institutional actions ar-
ticulated in a wider scheme, independently from the people 
who are now occupying these positions. The way institu-
tions deal with the issue still lacks proper awareness and, 
therefore, real instruments to address it.

Similarly, it is important to mention that insitutions’ 
apparent willingness to deal with the issue is framed in 
a national context where the profile of the new Commis-
sioner highlights once more the link between migration and 
national security. This link not only criminalizes migrants, 
but also makes it more difficult to safeguard their human 
rights, as the two issues cannot be dealt with together. The 
profile of the head of the National Institute for Migration, 
Ardelio Vargas Fosado, is one of a policeman. He was, as 
a matter of fact, subdirector of security at the Centre for 
Investigation and National Security, as well as Chief of Staff 
of the Preventive Federal Police. 

Similarly, the recently nominated State Delegate in 
Jalisco, Ricardo Ariel Vera Lira, is the former director of the 
State Police in Puebla, precisely when Ardelio Vargas was 
Secretary of Public Security in the same state. This shows 
an clear line of persecutory strategy at the national level 
which has become more popular in GMA. The number of 
“migration raids” has, in fact, been increasing, even in the 
vicinity of our CAM.

From our perspective, proposals aiming at dealing 
with this complex phenomenon in an isolated way would 
be insufficient and would lack the responsibility. This 

|   PHOTOGRAPHER: ULISES RUÍZ
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phenomenon is based, as a matter of fact, on wide-ranging 
processes, which start in the south and end in the north. 
Our organization has been trying to make contributions to 
make a difference in the analysis of the reality of this migra-
tory transit, giving particular attention to the systematic 
violation of human rights of the traveling population. 

We fight for the understanding of this reality at the lo-
cal level; a level where we do not only see the passage of the 
transmigrant population, but also the stagnation, and the 
mobilization, of many people, with their own logics, which 
are extremely differentiated. People who make up  these 
two phenomena become rivals on the tracks, which we have 
defined as a “grey zone,” and generate different reactions in 
the society and in the governmental actors who subscribe 
to these dynamics, either by simple omission (the lack of 
actions) or by carrying out concrete actions. These are the 
reason why we suggest the following proposals, 

Recommendations for Society 
Organizational reflections on the best way to deal with the 
reality of migration have been going through a difficult 
process of growing numbers of people and of society in 
general. Through personal experiences, this process of 
learning has been creatively transformed into new ways for 
people to relate to each other. For this reason, FM4 Paso 
Libre has a commitment to generating a social fabric which 
will hopefully result in the construction of a society that is 
more just, free and dignified. This commitment is carried 

out side by side with our commitment to promoting and 
defending human rights.

These general suggestions, therefore, stem from the 
idea that participation needs to be developed on three 
levels: Information, non-criminalization and, finally, “soli-
darity and organization.”

a) Information
The reality of migratory transit has frequently been silent 
silent and invisible throughout the years. It was only in 
2010, with the “slaughter of 72 migrants” in San Fernando, 
Tamaulipas, that a wave of information crossed Mexico. The 
dangers and risks that migrants have to face were exposed: A 
process of “visibility” that generated two opposite  answers: 

|   PHOTOGRAPHER: DAVID BUITRAGO
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solidarity vs criminalization. On the one hand, as we have 
demonstrated throughout this report, there is a particular 
need to inform, now that the media’s interest on the issue 
has diminished. This is necessary to carry on the work of 
“visualizing” one of the most vulnerable populations, given 
the gravity of human rights violations committed against 
them. On the other hand, it is also necessary to avoid cri-
minalization.

The Constitutional Reform regarding the issue of hu-
man rights on June 10, 2011 changed the first article of 
the Constitution so that it includes international treaties 
based on the issue of human rights. This means that if the 
Mexican State ratifies such a treaty, it is then obliged to 
guarantee, respect, protect and promote the full practice 
of these rights, including those of migrants. Whereas such 
practice has been carried out by society for many years now, 
the article guarantees a legal stamp on the obligation.

Moroever, since 2008, undocumented migration is no 
longer a crime (something which is being reiterated by the 
new Migration Law. This means that entering the country 
without the necessary documents is not more than an admin-
istrative offense, instead of a criminal one. This, within its 
legislative frame, lays out the foundations for the migratory 
process to be approached from a human security perspective. 
It is also important to emphasize that the new Migration Law 
gives full recognition to the role of human rights defenders, 
as well as of the activities carried out by organizations and/or 
refugees that bring humanitarian aid to these groups. Such 

framework provides more and better protection mechanisms 
for those of us who carry out this type of work.

b) Non-criminalization
The act of criminalizing implies putting migrants at the 
same level of criminals, based solely on their migratory sta-
tus. This attitude and/or way of conducting politics is linked 
to a discourse that appeals to legality and the rule of law 
(Cortéz, 2008), neglecting that, as stated in the previous 
paragraphs, entering the country without proper documen-
tation does not constitutes a crime, but an administrative 
offense. Since 9/11 in particular, migration has been linked 
to national security, which translates into public policies 
aimed at the persecution of “undocumented” migrants and 
at border security. These policies contrast starkly with the 
obligation State’s obligation guarantee, respect, protect 
and promote migrants’ human rights. Not only does this 
situation justify the criminalization of migrants at the 
governmental level, but it also translates into a xenophobic 
attitude of the whole society.

Similarly, regarding local context, migrants are often 
criminalized for their appearance, their phenotype, for the 
violent conditions in their communities of origin, and for 
being poor. This last situation means that they are criminal-
ized because they do not enjoy the proper conditions to 
be able to work and live (Cortéz, 2008). Therefore, making 
sure we have all the information is essential to gain the 
adequate tools to better understand the scenery in which 
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migrants move across their countries of origin, transit 
and destination. We have to learn about the situation of 
poverty, impunity, corruption, lack of opportunities and 
governmental indifference in which migrants live, among 
all the other difficulties. Only then, we can open a new, and 
surely more complex, perspective on our reality, to avoid 
prejudices and to be able identify those who are paying the 
consequences of a system that is increasingly unequal and 
violent. From our perspective, these people are the home-
less and the migrants.

c) Solidarity and organization
Once this complex reality has been grasped, we can take ac-
tion and become pro-active agents who search for a society 
that is freer, more just and dignified. At FM4 Paso Libre, we 
see solidarity as a human commitment which involves the 
long-term decision of helping “the other.” This commitment 
involves giving and receiving in a supportive manner, to 
understand and transform migrants’ problems. It means 
appreciating others as subjects who have rights, which 
need to be promoted in a shared responsibility and through 
every action that we take. It is important to always put the 
collective good before any other interest, be it institutional 
or individual.

The building of this social fabric is therefore an 
important basis of our work. Starting from a collective 
reflection and a constant dialogue, we can deepen our 
understanding of the complex reality that afflicts us. We 

can then put forward solutions and different ways to 
relate to one another: concrete actions with a long-term 
vision that put together different peoples’ efforts. In this 
way, we can discuss themes and issues that concern all 
of us, and become participants and responsible of future 
transformations. 

As a society, it is vital that we organize ourselves to 
undertake precise actions with well-defined objectives. We 
are well aware that this will not be a unilateral process, but 
a combination of efforts that unites people with different 
backgrounds, trying to build better alternatives of cohabi-
tation and, therefore, of living.

Public Policy Recommendations
FM4 Paso Libre’s work also focuses on generating social 
and structural changes to improve the conditions of transit 
through Mexico and, as a consequence, improve life for 
migrants. Aside from working to understand the reality, 
the context and the dynamics of transmigration at the 
local, national and international level, we have also tried to 
influence the creation of new public policies.

In Guadalajara, there are no governmental programs 
addressing with migrants in transit in particular. Even 
though there is a certain political willingness to take care 
of the issue, we have observed that basic humanitarian 
attention, as well as health care and access to justice, are 
difficult to guarantee. This is true in both the state and the 
recently elected municipal administration, despite the fact 
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that there are several institutions and organizations that 
bring shelter and health services. 

Undoubtedly, these efforts have been isolated and 
often facilitate services for other kinds of people (the 
homeless ones, for example). Even though these people, at 
times, share the spaces and migrants’ needs, the situation 
of the latter tends to be more critical, as it is shown the 
described occasions where conflicts and tension between 
groups arises, and where homeless people have attacked 
migrants in transit. 

For these reasons, we would like to note that the social 
assistance infrastructure in our city is not suitable for this 
type of population. For example, whereas the shelter for 

“the poor” of the Desarrollo Integral de la Familia (DIF,   the 
Mexican institution for Comprehensive Family Develop-
ment) is open to migrants in transit, it lacks the character-
istics that would make it a safe space for people who have 
suffered human rights violations. Moreover, the service 
is closed to underage people who are not accompanied by 
their parents. Similarly, it has been impossible to guaran-
tee an adequate space for women, traveling alone or with 
someone. There are other shelters for homeless people thet 
also welcome migrants, but they often only accept men, like 
the Albergue San Juan Grande (which is not a government-
operated institution). 

Furthermore, there are even fewer shelters that can 
attend migrants who are sick or who have suffered an ac-
cident. The shelter Fray has given a shelter to those who 
are recovering, and has facilitated making appointments at 
the city’s Civil Hospital. However, if the person travels with 
somebody, it is difficult to let all of them stay there at the 
same time.

Aware of such dynamics, we propose:

> To build a shelter for migrants in transit with the 
capabilities to bring them humanitarian aid from a 
perspective of human and gender rights. It is critical 
that this shelter has the adequate infrastructure to 
provide access to justice to victims, while also being 
able to guarantee their safety during their stay.

|   PHOTOGRAPHER:JUAN CARLOS LUNA
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> To articulate the different governmental institutions 
(in particular, those that bring services of social as-
sistance) to make sure that the right to healthcare is 
guaranteed.

> To bind together those institutions that administer jus-
tice, such as Public Ministries, the National Institute 
of Migration, the State Committee of Human Rights 
and other institutions. This would guarantee access 
to impartial justice, and to a fair trial with the proper 
accompaniment (i.e. lawyer), in case of victims of vio-
lence. It is also important that this coordination looks 
at the possibility of regularizing people’s migratory 
status with humanitarian visas.

> To create the an Institute of the Migrant in the state 
of Jalisco with its own budget. This would serve as 
a link among governments and different sectors, 
as it would coordinate, regulate and attend to the 
migrants’ needs, based on their migratory condition 
(origin, transit, destiny and return). It would take 
human, gender and intercultural rights as its basis, 
along with the right to sustainable development (this 
is a proposal that based on a consensus among the 
organizations and the academics participating on the 
formulation of the State Development Plan, on July 
9th 2013).

> To create a strategy to implement the cross-curricular 
theme of gender perspective, as dictated by the Natio-
nal Development Plan on the migratory subject.

> To integrate the objectives and strategies of both Devel-
opment Plans, most of all those concerning objective 
5.4, which focus on proving protection of Mexicans 
abroad and of foreigners in the national territory.

> To allocate a budget for the elaboration, implementa-
tion, monitoring and evaluation of public policies that 
address the Jalisco’s distinct migratory populations. 

To do these, we require:

>  The adoption of a public policies that pay attention 
to the protection and the promotion migrants and 
migrants families’ human rights. This involves making 
authorities aware of their responsibilities and obliga-
tions with these populations.

>  A differentiated public policy for the population in 
transit, emphasizing the distinct needs based on age, 
gender, ethnic group and family situation.

>  A strategy to prevent abuses and omissions, where the 
state and municipal governments’ actions are based 
on the knowledge of human rights’ context, as well as 
of their obligation to respect, protect and fulfil them 
rights.

>  The incorporation of mechanisms that adjust and har-
monize federal legislation on the subject of migrations 
at the local level, as well as all those obligations that 
the Mexican State took on itself with the Constitutio-
nal Reform.
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Once more, it is important to remember the complex 
reality in which migrants live in GMA (when they come in 
contact with other groups of people). There is a generalized 
violent environment throughout the whole country, not 
only other groups of people in “common violence”, but also 
through new dynamics that arise in the context of organized 
crime, and its implications on the international market of 
narcotics. The country is still failing to deal with people 
that have addiction problems and to fight the sources of the 
problems.

One of the main challenges for FM4 Paso Libre has 
indeed been the cohabitation with homeless people. It has 
been a theme that we have addressed at different times, try-
ing to put forward possible solutions that would take into 
account the importance of prevention, while at the same 
time promoting social inclusion, non-criminalization and 
non-stigmatization.

In this sense, there is still a need for a comprehensive 
diagnosis over the conditions of the services offered by 
public and private instances. The assistance provided to 
people with addictions needs to be reconsidered as part 
of the general perspective through which this reality is 
seen and worked through. In general, the usual approach 
consists of moving these people to a place where “they 
cannot be seen and they do not affect the image of the 
city.” However, there is a lack of strategies to prevent ad-
dictions, and to give these people the possibility to leave 
the streets.

Whereas it is true that the migration in transit through 
GMA has been given some importance, it is vital to recog-
nize that collective efforts to deal with it are still lacking. 
On one hand, it is necessary to strengthen solidarity and 
understand it as a human commitment that stems from the 
long-term decision to support each other. It is important 
to be open to receive, and not only to give: with dignity, 
respect, justice and commitment, in a radical solidarity. On 
the other hand, these supportive people who keep in touch 
with the migrant population must understand the causes 
of the problems affecting migrants, in order to change 
them. In GMA, there are good intentions that look in these 
directions, yet there are others that going in the opposite 
direction. What has been presented in this report is just a 
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little part, an approximation the work that is being done. 
It is a work that has still a long way to go, but that has the 
solid intention to give an account of the different faces and 
perspectives that have been built around migrants, and the 
supportive bonds created by the people who take part in 
this good cause.

The scenario seems rather grim, especially when think-
ing about the US’s migratory reform. Its real proposals are 
still unknown, but the only certainty is that it will push 
border “securitization” further, which will lead to a tsunami 
of ambitions being frustrated and the consequences will fall 
upon Mexico, in cities like Guadalajara. What will happen 
to the thousands of people (mostly men of working age), 
wandering around without a real space of dignity and sur-
vival? This is why it is so urgent and necessary to rethink 
the phenomenon, as well as our work with civil society, 
people who live on the street, migrants and authorities. We 
need to keep in mind our firm objective of continuing to 
work, understand, build and fight for migrants’ rights.
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