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NAFTA AND THE FLOW OF ILLEGAL IMMIGRATION 

 
 
Abstract: The United States is known as the land of opportunity and throughout history its 
has been open to the ideals of  immigration. However, due to the massive economic 
imbalance between Mexico and the U.S., the flow of illegal aliens from Mexico to the U.S. has 
been extensive over the years. Impoverished Mexicans are leaving their homeland in 
pursuit of a higher standard of living in the United States. The North American Free Trade 
Agreement was seen an opportunity to directly and indirectly remedy this situation by 
promoting free trade and lower tariffs between Mexico, the United States, and Canada. In 
the long run NAFTA was suppose to stabilize the Mexican economy and decrease the gap 
between the two. With a stable Mexican economy it was believed that the standard of living 
would increase, and the economic incentives to migrate north would decrease, if not 
dissipate. However, the promise that NAFTA would be able to lessen the flow of illegal 
immigration from Mexico to the U.S., was mistaken. After examining the Mexican economy 
and the demographics in both Mexico and the U.S., it can be concluded that after a decade of 
NAFTA, the agreement has indirectly caused an increase in the illegal immigration 
population in the U.S. 
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According to President Bill Clinton’s Administration, the North American Free Trade 

Agreement (NAFTA) was going to be the economic cure for both the U.S. and Mexico. The 

installation of free trade between the U.S. and Mexico would modernize the Mexican 

economy and also increase the number of jobs, the working wages, and the standard of 

living. It was believed that strengthening the Mexican economy would lead to a decrease in 

the flow of illegal immigration, not necessarily halt the flow, but eliminate the economic 

motivations to cross the border. President Clinton was quoted as saying:

“NAFTA means an even more rapid closing of the gap between our two wage 
rates. And as the benefits of economic growth are spread in Mexico to 
working people…they’ll have more disposable income to buy more American 
products and there will be less illegal immigration because more Mexicans 
will be able to support their children by staying home [Mexico] (Robert 
Manning, 200, 3-6).”
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In the early 1990s many conservatives in the U.S. were fearful about the large flow of illegal 

immigration from Mexico. They lobbied hard for policies and legislation that restricted the 

flow of illegal immigration, such as California Proposition 187.1 For some government 

officials it was imperative that NAFTA worked in order to maintain control of the borders 

and the flow of illegal immigration. Janet Reno, U.S. General Attorney during the Clinton 

Administration understood these concerns stating: 

“The best chance to reduce illegal immigration is robust Mexican economic 
growth. That is why passage of the North American Free Trade Agreement 
will help me protect our borders. NAFTA will create jobs in both the U.S. and 
Mexico. Workers who might otherwise cross illegally into America will fill the 
Mexican jobs. If NAFTA passes, my job guarding the border will be easier. If 
NAFTA fails, my job stopping the flow of illegal immigrants will become even 
more difficult” (Robert Manning, 2000, 3-6). 

 
NAFTA has been a part of the trade system between the U.S., Mexico, and Canada for 

over a decade, and during this period has had little to no impact in modernizing and 

developing the Mexican economy to the extent that it can balance out against the U.S.; ergo 

it has not been able to deter illegal aliens. Prior to the current financial crisis, the flow of 

illegal immigration had been in increasing, in correlation of the Mexican economy 

continually lagging behind the U.S. economy. Illegal immigration remains influenced by the 

two economic concerns that NAFTA was suppose to revamp: the wage difference between 

the U.S. and Mexico, as well as a higher standard of living that can be obtained by crossing 

the border into the U.S. Those two economic influences, coupled with an increasing 

                                                        
1 Proposition 187 was passed in November of 1994. It was meant to deny any public funding, such as education, health 
care and welfare benefits, to illegal immigrants living in the state of California. The supporters of the Prop 187 nicknamed 
it the “Save our State” proposition. Essentially they believed that the illegal immigrants within California were to blame 
for the economic hardships and the social concerns that were prominent throughout California’s history. Immediately 
after Prop 187 was passed into law, several pro-Latino and Civil Rights organizations filed lawsuits within the California 
court system. Restraining Orders granted by the courts remanded the actions of Prop 187 be initiated. Later parts of the 
proposition were ruled unconstitutional and eventually the entire law died out (CNN.com, 1998). 
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population of the Mexican working class, and a more sophisticated system of crossing the 

border, has allowed for an endless flow of illegal immigration. 

 
The Beginnings of NAFTA 
 

It took over a year to complete the NAFTA negotiations between Canada, Mexico, 

and the U.S. The negotiations finally came to an end in August of 1992 under the George H. 

Bush Administration. However, it was President Clinton who later signed NAFTA into law 

effective January 1, 1994. By the time NAFTA was signed into law all the side agreements 

concerning both the environmental and labor conditions were completed as well. NAFTA 

officially created the largest free trade zone in the world containing over 365 million 

consumers within the region. The main purpose of NAFTA was to eliminate trade barriers, 

promote fair competition, and create foreign investment opportunities for Canada, Mexico, 

and the U.S. It was believed by many that a free trade zone would be beneficial to all three 

countries' economies.  

 A major component of the negotiations was focused on the Rules of Origin. These 

sets of rules were placed into effect as means to protect the goods and services produced 

within the member nations. The three North American countries used the GATT2 articles as 

their baseline for their rules on trade. For NAFTA to be effective it was imperative that the 

rules not restrict trade too heavily and that they were both economically and 

administratively efficient for the governments and the corporations that would be directly 

                                                        
2 The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade or GATT, became a reality in 1947. The agreement was an attempt to 
encourage free trade between different countries.  GATT would be able to maintain the free trade by having influence 
over tariffs and have a regulating body that would be able to deal with trade disputes. To settle the disputes the countries 
would meet every couple years in what is called a round. The most recent meeting was under the Uruguay Round. During 
this meeting the issues raised pertained to tariffs, services, and intellectual property trade.  Also out of the Uruguay Round 
was ultimately the creation of the World Trade Organization, WTO.  The WTO did similar tasks as GATT, but it was 
created with an enforcement aspect. (law.duke.edu) 
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affected by NAFTA. Since NAFTA did not have the ability to enforce their policies, it was 

important that the benefits put forth by NAFTA be more than the cost the companies must 

endure to meet the requirements. According to Jimmie Reyna there were five main 

characteristics that the rules needed to follow to allow the flow of economical benefits to 

Mexico, Canada, the U.S. and the corporations within the three countries. The rules must 

contain objectivity, reasonableness, uniformity, predictability, and consistency. The Rules 

of Origin policies had to be carefully balanced with the foreign investment policies so they 

would not hinder the future economic prosperity that is associated with free trade (Jimmie 

Reyna, 1993).   

Even if the Rules of Origin were able to make policies that benefits the member 

nations equally, the agreement still lacked the ability of enforcement. Unlike the European 

Union, there is no governing body that maintains an oversight function within NAFTA. It is 

presumed that everyone will benefit from free trade, and therefore follow the Rules of 

Origin. As of 1997, just three years after NAFTA became effective, only 80% of the 

American Chamber of Commerce members were filling out the Certificates of Origin, a step 

required to access the lower tariff benefits offered by NAFTA. The other 20% decided that 

it was more profitable and simpler in the long run to pay the normal tariffs than waste 

valuable time and money filling out the proper paperwork that is required by the Rules of 

Origin. The ability to attract foreign investors by enticing them with the benefits of NAFTA 

was crucial to the future of the Mexican economy, and creating a more stable economic 

situation (Jimmie Reyna, 1993).  
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There were several points of concern the U.S. had that pertained specifically to 

Mexico and the stability of its own economic status. One way that NAFTA created economic 

prosperity was through the policies associated with preferential programs of lower tariffs. 

The lowering of tariffs would create diversified industries which would build factories 

mostly within the border region in Mexico. The U.S. was concerned that Mexico might 

become an "export platform" for mainly third world nations. NAFTA allowed Mexico to ship 

exports to the U.S. duty free, which would become very enticing for other companies within 

third world nations to build their factories in Mexico as well. By doing so they could 

essentially claim that the majority of their product was made in Mexico and therefore falls 

under the guidelines of the Rules of Origin. Mexico would be used as a means to gain easy 

entrance and lower tariffs into the U.S. and Canada. A free ride system like this one had the 

potential to be very economically hazardous to American companies that made similar 

products. The free ride problem could also cause issues for economists attempting to 

predict the flow of trade. American politicians, in an attempt to limit the possibility of 

foreign made products being passes as Mexican made products, lobbied for strict Rules of 

Origin that dictated what percentage of a product had to be made within one of the three 

NAFTA countries (Jimmie Reyna, 1993). 

 

NAFTA in Action 

 During the early stages of NAFTA, there was an increase in the volume of exports 

and imports between the U.S. and Mexico. The exports to the U.S. were vital to the growth 

of the Mexican economy, because the factories used to manufacture the products created a 

more stable job market along mostly the border region. Imports into Mexico also became 
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important because they allowed the proper machinery and resources that the factories 

needed to operate to enter the country from the U.S. or Canada with lower tariffs. In 1993, 

Mexican exports were estimated to be a total of $51.8 billion USD, with $43.1 billion USD in 

exports to the U.S. In 1997 that figure more than doubled with the numbers of exports 

reaching an astonishing $110 billion USD, with $94.5 billion USD in exports to the U.S. After 

the first three years of NAFTA it is estimated that there was an increase of over $50 billion 

USD in trade growth (David A. Gantz, 1997). Within less than five years a trade disparity 

between Mexico and the U.S. began to appear. By 1998 Mexico was experiencing a trade 

deficit with the U.S. of over $7 billion USD, while the U.S. was experiencing a trade surplus 

of over $15 billion USD. (Robert Manning, 2000, 6-8). It became obvious that NAFTA was 

not able to regulate the trade benefits equally to all the countries.  

 In the years prior to NAFTA's enactment, Mexico’s foreign direct investment was 

approximately $4 billion USD. In 1994 there was a surge of foreign investment in Mexico. 

That year Mexico allowed the peso to float, assuming that with NAFTA the peso would 

become stronger, but in actuality it caused severe devaluation of the Mexican currency. The 

weak peso attracted several American investors to push for the building of American 

factories in Mexico primarily near the border region. According to data collected between 

1994 and 1998, Mexico’s foreign direct investment increased over $6 billion USD, and in 

1997 reached its peak at $12 billion USD, with the majority of the investment money 

coming from the U.S. companies. NAFTA provided the opportunity for American 

companies, many of which had joint-ventures with Mexican companies, to outsource 

assembly and manufacturing costs by developing factories in Mexico with a large 

population of cheap labor and lower import and export tariffs (Robert Manning, 2000, 6-9).  
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One might assume that the increase in factories and essentially jobs in Mexico would have 

boosted the economy, and therefore taken away the economic need for immigration. 

However, according to John Cavanah and Sarah Anderson, there has been no change in the 

minimum wage received by the factory workers, mostly near the rural border, in the first 

eight years of NAFTA. The increased amount of trade actually caused higher rural poverty 

rates. In just four years the rural poverty rate grew from 79% to 82%. The maquiladora 

factories3 that were built in the early stages of NAFTA were not able to improve the living 

standards in Mexico and they were not able to eliminate the economic reasoning for illegal 

immigration into the U.S. In fact a significant portion of the factories were closed because 

companies would find even cheaper labor in China. Between 2001 and 2002 five hundred 

maquiladora factories were closed (John Cavanah, 2002 ). Some could debate that for a 

time NAFTA did create an economic stimulus for Mexico, however, it has not been able to 

sustain an economic growth pattern.   

Eventually over half of Mexico's gross domestic product4 consisted of trade revenue 

created by NAFTA. However, there was very little spillover effect into the rest of the 

Mexican economy. While the factories were thriving off the lower import and export tariffs, 

                                                        
3 The maquiladora factories began in the 1960s and most were situated along the border between the U.S. and Mexico.  
The factories were able to import and assemble duty-free components for exports, therefore the companies that owned 
the plants only had to pay tax on the value of the finish product minus the total cost of manufacturing, while have the 
added benefits of a cheap labor source. The factories were a means to support the large growing labor population within 
Mexico as well as a means of foreign investment. . By the 1980s the factories were producing goods for Japan and other 
Asian countries. Also during this time the employment of within the factories was around 200,000 strong and within a 
decade rose to 1,000,000. (http://www.britannica.com)Many people from the rural areas within Mexico would migrate 
north to the border towns to work in the factories. Since there were limited amount of the jobs the factories could handle, 
especially once foreign investment declined dramatically because cheap labor was found elsewhere, the Mexicans who 
moved north to the border towns just continued to move north into the U.S. to find jobs. 

4 Gross Domestic Product or GDP is used to determine the wealth of a countries economy. GDP represents the total dollar 
values of all the goods and services produced over a fiscal year.  In a very generalized understanding of how GDP is 
calculated, there are two different ways. The economists can either sum up what the entire population of a country 
earned (employee salaries, the gross profits of both incorporated and non-incorporated companies, and taxes) or what 
the entire population spent (consumption, investments, government spending, and net exports) during the fiscal year. 
(www.investopedia.com ) 
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the rest of the country was not seeing the profits. The money that was being circulated and 

the jobs that were being created were contained within the border region. The 

organizations and people who were seeing the real benefits of NAFTA were the American 

corporations and the politically connected elite in Mexico. The issue of the rich getting 

richer and the poor getting poorer still remained prominent in Mexico, even as the factories 

were thriving (David Morris, 2006). NAFTA was not able to create a system that allowed for 

the ordinary citizens in Mexico to benefit from free trade, it was not able to eliminate the 

economic motivations that influenced the need to illegally migrate to the U.S. When 

deciding to immigrate illegally to another country, a large emphasis is placed on money and 

obtaining a certain standard of living. NAFTA was suppose to eliminate a large portion of 

the illegal immigrants by eliminating some of the economic incentives. 

  

Economic Motivations to Migrate 

There are three widely accepted theories that are associated with the economic 

incentives for people to immigrate to another country illegally. According to Massey, in 

general the flow of illegal migration will follow the current trend towards economic 

stability and growth. The probability of illegal immigration increases when the labor 

supply and demand is disproportionate within a country, which is the situation in Mexico. 

Following the laws of supply and demand, when an imbalance occurs between the labor 

supply and the labor demand, typically the wages in the country with an abundance of 

workers are low compared to the higher wages in countries with a limited amount of labor. 

The higher wages create an incentive for a portion of the labor market in the poorer 

country to leave their country and low wages for the possibility of higher wages. At the 
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micro level, before an individual considered migrating illegally, that person would take into 

consideration several conditions, such as the expected income in different countries and 

the likelihood of being captured and deported. At the micro level, a decision to illegally 

immigrate will make the decision based on the risks and benefits (Thomas J. Espenshade, 

1995, pg. 195-203). 

Another theory put forth by Stark and Levhari, is based on the notion that it is not 

the individual who makes the decision to migrate to better economic conditions, but the 

needs of the entire household, in which the needs of the household outweigh the needs of 

the individual. The behavior and the decisions of the households, when deciding to migrate 

elsewhere, are geared towards minimizing the risk associated with illegal crossing, while 

maximizing their income. Again, in comparing industrialized countries to developing 

countries, there is a greater risk of staying in the developing country due to the lack of 

stable economy compared to the industrialized countries, which tend to a have more stable 

economies based on capital markets (Thomas J. Espenshade, 1995, pg. 207-10). 

 The final theory is the dual labor market theory. This theory takes into 

consideration the market and the demand for labor over the needs of the individual or 

household. It is based on the notion that companies are driven by the need to minimize 

costs and maximize profits. The need for a certain product fluctuates, and therefore, the 

cost of production varies, causing instability for the native workers, especially in the 

secondary sector of the labor force5. The secondary workforce, in an attempt to create 

economic stability, will look for a more stable position within the primary sector. So as the 

                                                        
5 Secondary Sector of the work force pertain to lower skill based workers who tend to be paid less than the primary sector 

of the work force. The primary sector of the work force constitutes the positions that require a higher skill base, tend 
to be the more stable sector in that they are needed for the everyday running of the company, and tend to pay higher. 
The illegal workers a part of the secondary sector allow for an elastic workforce; expanding and contracting according 
to the demands of the market. 
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native workers move towards the primary sector of the job market there is a lack of 

workers in the secondary sector, therefore the manufactures are essentially forced to 

accept foreign laborers with minimal skills to fill the position in the secondary sector 

(Thomas J. Espenshade, 1995, pg. 205-8). This creates an obvious pull for the illegal 

immigration of people who are looking for higher wages and a better standard of living. 

 

Flow of Illegal Immigrants 

Part of the appeal of NAFTA was that the agreement had the ability to create jobs 

and fortify the Mexican economy. It was believed that if the Mexicans were able to maintain 

a higher standard of living in their own country, then the drive to illegally migrate to the 

U.S. would diminish. During her time as Attorney General, Janet Reno believed that NAFTA 

would be able to reduce the flow of illegal immigration by two-thirds in just six years 

(David Morris, 2006). However, according to Marla Dickerson in 2005, two-thirds of the 

illegal immigrants living in the U.S. had been there for ten years or less. The vast majority of 

these illegal Mexican immigrants living and working inside the U.S. send part of their 

paycheck back to Mexico to help support their families. The money sent back to Mexico can 

be considered beneficial to the Mexican economy. In 2005 3%, or roughly $20 billion USD, 

of Mexico's national income came from Mexicans living in the U.S. The ability to support 

their families in Mexico while maintaining a better standard of living is a major factor for 

Mexicans to enter the U.S. by any means necessary. 

The wage difference in Mexico and the U.S. has been a real pull for Mexicans to 

immigrate to the U.S., both legally and illegally. According to Gordon Hanson,  as of 2000, a 

Mexican immigrant who had lived in the U.S. for no more than three years, between the 
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ages of eighteen and twenty-two, with four years of education could expect to receive an 

hourly salary of $7.83 USD6. That same individual in working in Mexico could only expect to 

receive $1.36 USD. Also according to the same data, a Mexican male between the ages of 

forty-eight and fifty-two, with a minimum of sixteen years of education, living and working 

in Mexico would be estimated to make at most  $8.71USD per hour. The potential hourly 

wage for that same individual living in the U.S. is substantially higher at $17.78 USD7 

(Gordon H. Hanson, 1999, 892-4).  

The data also points to the conclusion that there is a correlation between the 

increase in border apprehensions and deportations, and the decline of Mexican real wage 

earnings. Within the last three decades there have been three different occasions in which 

Mexico’s GDP has taken a major hit, most notably the fall of the Peso in 1994. Following the 

Peso devaluation in 1994, the number of border apprehensions in Texas, Arizona, and 

California increased dramatically for one year (Gordon H. Hanson, 1999, pg. 913). In the 

most recent years it has been documented that a 10% decrease in Mexican real wages has 

led to a 6-8% increase in border apprehensions. It is obvious that if NAFTA would have 

been able to at least maintain a minimal increase in real wages, then some of the economic 

need to immigrate illegally would have diminished. 

While wages are stagnant and opportunities are scarce in Mexico, the incentive to 

immigrate to the U.S. increases. The higher wages are not only a financial lure, but also 

allow the illegal immigrant to recoup any financial costs associated with crossing the 

border. In 2000, the cost to cross the border illegally was estimated to be around $2000 

                                                        
6 It is important to note that these wages are based off more blue collars jobs, such as the service industry, construction 
work, and agricultural work.  
7 Gordon Hanson was able to calculate these wages by averaging the data collected from either Mexican residents or 
Mexican immigrants living in the United States who reported working between 20 and 84 hours a week. The Mexican 
immigrants that were used only lived in the U.S. for 3 years or less. 
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USD. It can be assumed that for a Mexican male between the age of twenty-three and 

twenty-seven, with a maximum of five to eight years of education, it would take 

approximately two months to recoup his border crossing costs (Gordon H. Hanson, 1999, 

pg. 895). As the incentives to cross the border increase, the ability to cross became more 

difficult. Since the signing of NAFTA there has been an increasing amount of pressure on 

the Border Patrol to create policies that help to deter the flow of illegal immigration.  

In the last decade of the 20th century the U.S. Border Patrol has become a priority of 

the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS). From 1993 to 1999, the INS budget, 

which funded U.S. Border Patrol, increased from $1.5 billion USD to $4.2 billion USD. The 

majority of their budget was being used to increase the agency’s manpower. By 1997 there 

were a total of 6,213 agents, compared to the 3,389 agents in 1993, at the time of the 

NAFTA negotiations. The increase in agents was not a temporary situation. In the fall of 

1996 President Clinton signed The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigration 

Responsibility Act of 1996, which called for the doubling of the U.S. Border Patrol forces by 

2001.The same law also allowed for stricter punishments for smugglers and the building of 

a massive fence (Peter Andreas, 1998, 594-8). There have been several implementations of 

policies that have attempted to deter the crossing at the border, such as "Operation 

Gatekeeper". 

“Operation Gatekeeper” was first implemented in San Diego in 1994 and was 

considered a main tool for deterring illegal aliens. In 1997 the operation expanded its 

agenda to decrease the flow of illegal immigration to include El Paso Texas, New Mexico 

and Arizona. In his State of the Union Address, President Clinton stated that the new plans 

aimed at preventing the crossing of the Mexican-American border by illegal immigrants 
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were working. However, the U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform believed that 

“Operation Gatekeeper” had a limited effect on the flow of illegal immigration. According to 

their research, the industries that were, and still are, dependent on the illegal workers were 

not finding a shortage of illegal workers. The U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform 

rebutted the claims made by Clinton by asserting the notion that even though the number 

of apprehensions and prosecutions were increasing, it did not mean that the illegal aliens 

had given up on a better life in the U.S. (Peter Andreas, 1998, 594-8). As long as they crave 

a better life with economic stability they will still attempt to cross the border. The new 

policies may delay their arrival into the U.S. but it does not halt it.  

Beyond the economic incentives for Mexicans to migrate to the U.S. illegally there is 

a major demographic factor that is having a substantial effect on the flow of illegal 

immigration. There is a direct correlation between the increasing population of the 

Mexican work force, and the increase flow of illegal immigration. The working age 

population in Mexico is gaining more and more participants, while the jobs seem to remain 

scarce; either being exported to countries with even cheaper labor or the job growth is not 

able to maintain the same pace as the population growth. According to the 1990 census, 

Mexico’s labor force was made up of approximately 24.3 million people8and it is estimated 

that the Mexican labor force increases 500,000 to one million people annually. In 2000 the 

number of employed Mexicans working in the industrialized regional zone that was 

stimulated by NAFTA was a little over 4 million. By 2004 that number had decreased by 

12.5% to 3.5 million (Louis Uchitelle, 2007). The steady flow of illegal immigration into the 

U.S. is considered a safety net for up and coming working-age population. Without the 

                                                        
8 This number was relatively low considering 38% of the population in 1990 was under the age of 14, which is the legal 
working age in Mexico. 
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estimated 500,000 to one million Mexicans immigrating to the U.S. illegally in search of 

jobs, the number of unemployed in Mexico would be astonishing.  

The seemingly ever growing work force population coupled with low wages and 

minimal jobs available in Mexico are contributors to the flow of illegal immigrants. This 

particular situation is something that should have been stopped with the promises of 

NAFTA. The agreement should have created a system of incentives that would deter 

companies from moving their operations out of Mexico. Once the American corporations 

were aware of the cheaper labor available in countries like China, they quickly moved their 

production to increase their profit. The lack of a convening authority along with limited 

incentives and benefits, allowed foreign investments to pull their money out of Mexico and 

invest it elsewhere. This left a large population of Mexican workers with no job or 

reasonable income and created a scenario in which migrating to the U.S., with a fruitful 

economic environment,  was a viable solution. 

There are also other factors outside economics and demographics; there is a 

support system that helps to at least stabilize illegal immigration. Once a community of 

illegal immigrants is established within the host country, a support system is established 

for future immigrants. These support systems are thought to lower the costs and risks by 

advising the newcomers on important migrating concerns, such as the safest places to 

cross. With the help of others, the prospects of leaving one’s home country for a more 

secure future, becomes even more appealing. Massey would argue that some of these 

support systems are made up of family members, so there is an underlying mutual trust 

that helps to eliminate risk (Thomas J. Espenshade, 1995, pg. 210-5). These support 

systems can also take the shape of organizations and institutions funded by churches and 
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the black market. The black market has played an extensive part in the flow of illegal 

immigrants by providing false documents and of course the coyotes9. In the last decade the 

price of hiring a coyote has risen by 37%. The rising prices of coyotes can be connected to 

the U.S. Border Patrol’s new policy of increasing surveillance at known crossing points. The 

number of smugglers that have been prosecuted has also increased dramatically. In San 

Diego there were 33 prosecutions of smugglers in 1993. By 1996 that number had risen to 

233 (Peter Andreas, 1998, 594-8). The illegal immigrants used both the familial networks 

and the coyotes in order to help lessen the obvious risks associated with crossing the 

border. Some of these organizations may not have used the most reputable means and 

sources to cross the border, but they are able to lessen the risks associated with illegal 

immigration, and according to Massey can be associated with the increase in the flow of 

workers across the U.S.-Mexican border. 

The increased intensity of the U.S. Border Patrol to limit the flow of illegal aliens into 

the U.S. has had some unintended side effects. According to Peter Andreas, the heightened 

security protocols around the borders that have made it more difficult to enter the U.S. 

have actually increased the stay of illegal immigrants. The general trend was that illegal 

Mexicans immigrants would go back and forth along the borders. They would only stay in 

the U.S. to make money, and return back to Mexico to visit family and friends. However, the 

higher costs and risks of crossing has become incentive for illegal aliens to stay longer or 

become permanent illegal aliens in the U.S. With the higher risks associated with border 

crossing, there is a new trend of entire families, rather than one or two members, to cross 

and make the U.S. their permanent place of residence (Peter Andreas, 1998, 594-8).  The 

                                                        
9 Coyotes are human smugglers that for a price will help an individual enter a country illegally. In more recent news there 

have been stories of their brutality towards the people they are “helping” (Brenda Gazzar, 2005). 
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Border Patrol’s attempt to decrease the flow of illegal immigration by increasing the risks 

has been virtually counterproductive. The desire of the Mexicans to gain a better life for 

themselves and their families is too great to be deterred. The lack of economic stability in 

Mexico obviously outweighs the risks of crossing the border, and once they are across the 

border the risk of re-entry keeps them in the U.S. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 

The practices and procedures of NAFTA have directly and indirectly created not 

only a larger flow of illegal immigration but a larger permanent illegal immigrant 

community in the U.S. The main failure of NAFTA was its inability to regulate the actors 

involved in the free trade. Companies who were suppose to benefit financially from free 

trade eventually found more profitable options outside of NAFTA. They opted to not follow 

the Rules of Origin, because in the long run it was cheaper to pay the higher tariffs then 

take the time to fill out the proper administrative work.  Also once a cheaper labor source 

was found in countries like China, they abandoned the factories located mainly in the 

border region of Mexico, eliminating much-needed jobs. The foreign investment that 

Mexico was dependent on to revamp their economy was unstable and did little in the long 

run to help limit the flow of illegal immigration into the U.S. Instead of seeing the increase 

in the number of jobs available and a higher standard of living in Mexico that was promised 

by NAFTA, there was a large decline of wages and jobs, as well as a growing population of 

impoverished Mexican citizens. 

As the flow of illegal immigration increased, the policies associated with border 

apprehension became more intense and new plans to limit the flow of illegal immigration 
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were put into place. By making the border more difficult to cross, it inadvertently added to 

the increase of illegal immigrants crossing the border and living in the U.S. longer. The 

trend of returning to Mexico after saving a set amount of money was eliminated, because 

the risks and costs of crossing the border were increasing. The illegal immigrant population 

within the U.S. was increasing because entire families were now crossing so they could 

remain close. The new border policies also led to a higher dependence on coyotes and the 

black market. Even with the increase in U.S. Border Patrol manpower, more intense 

security measures along the U.S.-Mexican border, and greater apprehension and 

deportation policies, the number of illegal aliens crossing the border increased. The need 

for economic stability obviously outweighed all the risks and costs. The main cause for the 

failure of NAFTA, and the need to illegally immigrate to the U.S., was the agreements 

inability to self-regulate. 

The first few years of NAFTA, Mexico did experience a monetary influx because of 

the free trade. However, NAFTA was not able to make it a stable influx. NAFTA lacked the 

ability to enforce its policies, to ensure that Mexico would have a steady flow of foreign 

investments that were vital to their economic prosperity. The current system of authority 

between the three countries is divided among the federal and regional governments within 

the countries. The commissions seriously lack the ability to enforce NAFTA's policies 

properly within the three member nations. The complexity and the diversified structures of 

all the countries creates a barrier for NAFTA’s policies to work properly and fairly for all 

three nations (Thomas Vollrath, 2004, pg. 7-8). An obvious solution to this problem would 

be to create a body that truly had enforcement capabilities, not just a talking head. A 

system created severe consequences for companies that defect from the policies and 
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practices of NAFTA. If all the players followed the policies of NAFTA, then there is a 

possibility that the Mexican economy will benefit greatly.   

For some, the belief that NAFTA had the capability to stabilize the Mexican economy 

was rebuked from the beginning. According to James Clad, NAFTA was never going to be 

able to accomplish the indirect goal of lessening the flow of illegal immigration from Mexico 

into the U.S. Clad states that “initial phases of economic dynamism…usually spur migration 

rather than deter it” (James Clad, 1994, pg. 145).  The trade structure that was created by  

NAFTA and that the Mexican people would be dependent upon, would actually accelerate 

the flow of illegal immigration, according to a 1990 document issued by a U.S. federal 

government commissioned group.  The factories that were built were located in the 

northern border region of Mexico, therefore people were going to have to move north for 

the jobs (James Clad, 1994, pg. 145-6). So, if the Mexican citizens reached the border region 

and the jobs in the maquildora factories were not available, then why not continue moving 

north until gainful employment is reached?  

Prior to the signing of NAFTA there was evidence that the agreement might not be 

capable of deterring the flow of illegal immigration by promoting economic growth in 

Mexico. Obviously, both the George H. Bush and the Bill Clinton Administrations believed 

differently and that free trade was the solution. It would be able to combat the flow of 

illegal aliens in search of an economic prosperity. However, if there was the slightest 

chance that NAFTA was not going to be able to hinder immigration, shouldn't there have 

been contingency plans that would have actually been able to control the flow; unlike the 

policies established by the Border Patrol. NAFTA did lack the ability to regulate the three 

member countries and the companies involved, which caused numerous problems, but the 
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governments that signed the agreements put too much emphasis on a weak agreement that 

according to data was essentially doomed to fail at lessening the flow of illegal immigration 

from Mexico to the U.S. from the very start. 
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Appendix A: Characteristics of Illegal Immigrants within the United States 

According to Massey and Durand there are four major elements that are vital to 
understanding the flow of illegal immigration throughout the U.S. The elements were 
derived from information based on ethnographic surveys that were specifically targeted at 
Mexican communities within the U.S. and were collected over a span of two decades. 

The first element pertains to the time frame of how long communities have been 
sending people across the border. A trend found in the ethnographic data indicated that the 
longer a community within the native country sends people to the U.S., the greater the 
likelihood that community is one of the poorest within the region. It is also more likely that 
particular community will have a large portion of their women and children immigrating to 
the U.S., and a large majority of aliens in the U.S. would have proper and legal 
documentation.  

The second element pertains to the patterns associated with the different forms of work 
forces that the illegal immigrants will partake in once inside the U.S. For example women 
and children tend to work in the agricultural workforce. Also it is more likely that the 
people working for the agricultural industry will have proper documentation.  

The third element deals with the monetary habits of the illegal Mexican immigrant 
community within the U.S. According to the ethnographic data collected it can be assumed 
that the Mexican communities located in the urban areas will spend their money within 
that community, compared to the rural areas. Illegal immigrants living in rural areas of the 
U.S. migrate with the trends of the agricultural workforce, not really able to find a 
permanent living community. The final pattern related to investment. Illegal aliens are 
more willing to invest their money into a business that is fair. For example, within the 
agricultural business an immigrant is more prone to invest his/her money if the land is 
equally proportioned (Thomas J. Espenshade, 1995, pg. 214-6).  
 
 
Appendix B: Quantifying the Illegal Population within the United States  
 

There is an assortment of issues that arise when attempting to calculate the illegal 
immigrant population within the U.S. Many of these problems arise because of the means 
by which the illegal immigrants cross the border and obtain jobs. A large portion of the 
illegal population living within the U.S., entered legally with visas. Once the visas expired 
they simply failed to return to their native country. Another issue that arises when 
attempting to estimate the size of the illegal population is that not all the immigrants stay 
indefinitely. In many instances Mexicans will cross the border illegally, obtain a job, make a 
certain quota of money, and then return to their native country. A Mexican may do this 
several times within a short span of time. Another source of data that can be compromised 
is the data collected by the Border Patrol. The number of apprehensions along the Mexican-
American border that is documented is not always accurate because the data does not take 
into consideration the number of repeat offenders who attempt to cross the border, not 
matter the risk. 

There have been several attempts by different federal agencies to find a more accurate 
estimation of the population size of illegal immigrants. However, each agency tends to have 
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a different number that supports their political agenda. There have been surveys conducted 
such as the U.S Census of Population and Housing and the U.S. Current Population Survey. 
The most common method to calculate the size of the population is to take the difference 
between the measurement of immigration population and the past legal cycle of migration 
(Gordon H. Hanson, 1999). 
 
 
Appendix C: The United States v Mexico (CIA.gov, 2008) . 
 

 The United States Mexico 
% of Population below 

Poverty Line (2008) 
12% 17.6% 

% of Population 
unemployed (2008) 

4.6% 4.1% 

Labor Force10 (2008) 155,200,000 
 

45,500,000 

 
 

Labor Force by 
Occupation 

The United States Mexico 

Industry    n/a11 25.7% 
Service n/a 59% 

Agriculture 0.6% 15.1% 
 
 

 The United States Mexico 
GDP per Sector 

Industry                    
Agriculture 

Service  
(est. 2008) 

 
19.6% 
1.2% 

79.2% 

 
34.1% 
3.7% 

62.2% 

GDP per Capita12 (est. 
2008) 

$47,000 $14,200 

GDP Real Growth 
Rate13 (est. 2008) 

1.3% 1.4% 

                                                        
10  The labor force does include the unemployed. 
11 For the U.S. labor force agriculture includes farming, forestry, and fishing.  22.6% of the working population 
participated in manufacturing, extraction, transportation  and crafts.  Management and professional careers constitute 
35.5% of the working population. Sales and office works is 24.8% and other services is 16.5% (CIA.gov, 2008). 
12 GDP per capita is the quotient of the purchasing power parity divided by the population (as of the first of July of the same year). For 
this calculation the countries were ranked from 1 to 153, which 1 being the greater value(Mexican Labor Force, 2008). 
13 The GDP growth rate allows for the inclusion of inflation in the figure as well as it is expressed as an annual percent.    
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GPD Purchasing Power 
Parity14 (est. 2008) 

$13,860,000,000,000 $1,559,000,000,000 

                                                        
14 GDP at the purchasing power parity exchange rate is the value of the goods and services produced within that country but at a value 
determined by the U.S. markets. Majority of economist will use this value to determine living conditions within a country (Mexican Labor 
Force, 2008).  



P a g e  | 26 

 

Natalie Cepak: May 2009 
 

Work Cited 
 
Andreas, Peter. "The Escalation of U.S. Immigration Control in the Post-NAFTA Era." Winter 

1998. JSTOR. University of Arizona, Tucson. Jan. & Feb. 2009. Keyword: NAFTA and 
Illegal Immigration. 
     

"California Prop 187." 19 Mar. 1998. CNN.com. Feb. & March 2009 
<http://www.cnn.com/ALLPOLITICS/1998/03/19/prop.187/>. 

 
Cavanah, John, Sarah Anderson, Jamie Serra, and Enrique Espinosa. "Debate: Happily Ever 

NAFTA?" Sept. & Oct. 2002. JSTOR. University of Arizona, Tucson. Nov. 2008. 
Keyword: NAFTA. 

 
"CIA Factbook." CIA.gov. 2008. Central Intelligence Agency. 4 May 2009 

<https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/us.html>. 
 
Clad, James C. "Slowing the Wave." Summer 1994. JSTOR. University of Arizona, Tucson. 

March & April 2009. Keyword: Illegal Immigration. 
 
Espenshade, Thomas J. "Unathorized Immigration to the United States." Annual Review of 

Sociology 21 (1995): 195-216. Lexis Nexis. University of Arizona, Tucson. 25 Sept. 
2008. Keyword: NAFTA. 

 
Gantz, David A.“Symposium: NAFTA and the Expansion of Free Trade: Current Issues and 

Future Prospects: Article: The United States Participant or Observer?”Arizona 
Journal of International and Comparative Law 381st ser. 14 (1997). Lexis Nexis. 
University of Arizona, Tucson. 25 Sept. 2008. Keyword: NAFTA. 

 

"GATT/WTO." Duke Law Library and Technology. Duke Law University. March & April 2009 

<http://www.law.duke.edu/lib>. 

 
Gazzar, Brenda. "Mexican "Coyote" Smuggles Immigrants into the U.S." Sept. 2005. Bandera 

News. Feb. & March 2009 <http://www.banderasnews.com/0509/eded-
coyote.htm>. 

 

Hanson, Gordon H., and Antonio Spilimbergo. "Illegal Immigration, Border Enforcement, and 

Relative Wages: Evidence from Apprehensions at the U.S.-Mexico Border." Dec. 1999. 

JSTOR. University of Arizona, Tucson. Jan. & Feb. 2009. Keyword: NAFTA and Illegal 

Immigration. 
 

Manning, Robert. "Five Years After NAFTA: Rhetoric and Reality of Mexican Immigration in 

the 21st Century." Cis.org. Mar. 2000. Center for Immigration Studies. Feb. & March 

2009 <cis.org>. 

 
"Maquiladora." Encyclopædia Britannica. 2009. Encyclopædia Britannica Online. 01 May. 

2009 <http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/363663/maquiladora>. 



P a g e  | 27 

 

Natalie Cepak: May 2009 
 

 
 
"Mexican Labor Force." ITA. 2008. Theodora.com. Dec. 2008 <http://www.photius.com> 
 
Morris, David. "Business Forum: NAFTA helped increase flow of illegal immigrants." Star 

Tribune 7 May 2006. Feb. & March 2009 
<http://www.startribune.com/business/11050476.html>. 

 

Reyna, Jimme V. “Symposium: A Preliminary Review of the Operation and Effect of the 
NAFTA Rules of Origin.”United States-Mexico Law Journal 127th ser. 1 (1993). Lexis 
Nexis. University of Arizona, Tucson. 25 Sept. 2008. Keyword: NAFTA. 

 
Tatsuji Shimazaki, Tim. "Article: North American Free Trade Agreement: Rules of Origin--

Free Trade or Trade Barrier?" Western State University Law Review Association, 
Inc. 1st ser. 25 (1997). Lexis Nexis. University of Arizona, Tucson. 09 Sept. 2008. 
Keyword: NAFTA. 

 
Uchitelle, Louis. "Nafta Should Have Stopped Illegal Immigration, Right?" New York Times 

02 Feb. 2007. March & April 2009 
<http://www.nytimes.com/2007/02/18/weekinreview/18uchitelle.html>. 

 
Vollrath, Thomas. "Gauging NAFTA'S Success and Confronting Future Challenges." 

UDSA.com. Jan. 2004. United States Department of Agriculture. 1 May 2009 
<http://www.fas.usda.gov>. 

 
"What is GDP and Why is it Important." Investopedia. Forbes Digital Company. March & 

April 2009 <http://www.investopedia.com>. 
 
 
 
 
 


