Elusive Prosperity, Volatile Politics and International
Migration: Experiences from Latin America

Al the turn of the twentieth
century, a large number of
Europeans—mainly Italians and
Spaniards—Ieft their homelands and
headed to the distant southern shores
of Argentina responding to the good
economic opportunities, fertile land
and a better future that were to be
found in this country, at the time one
of the most vibrant world economies.
Around 7 million people migrated
from Europe to Argentina between
1870 and 1930, although nearly
3 million returned at different points
in time during those years. Foreign
capital also responded to the
opportunities opened in Argentina
and British financial institutions
funded an important part of
the construction of national
infrastructure needed to support
growth. In contrast, since the 1950s,
European migration to Argentina
virtually stopped and the country
became in the next 30 years or so a
net exporter ol professionals,
scientists and intellectuals that were
flying economic decline, poor
opportunities and authoritarian
regimes. Moreover, during this
period, financial capital steadily left
Argentina looking for safer places.
Nowadays, and in.the reversed
direction ofa century ago,
Argentineans are leaving in large
numbers to Spain, Italy and other
destinations. This time, emigration is
associated with the collapse of the
country’s currency experiment of the
1990s—the convertibility board and
its ensuing short lived prosperity—
that left a legacy of massive output
decline, high unemployment,
financial crisis and lost hopes.

International migration is, thus,
like a barometer of economic and
societal conditions in home
countries with respect to the rest of
the world." Good times (prosperity,
boom) are often matched by cycles
of immigration. Conversely, bad
times (economic crisis, growth
collapses) are followed by
emigration pressures, often of
those highly educated who are more
mobile internationally. Latin
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America has a long history of cycles
of prosperity and boom followed
by decline and, at times, economic
collapse. From a long run
perspective, Latin America in the
twentieth century has been a region
of net emigration, save for the case
of mass immigration to Argentina
(and Brazil to some extent) in the
first decades of the twentieth century.
Several Latin American countries are
nel emigration economies: Mexico
to the US, likewise other Central
American and Caribbean countries.
More recently, the economic crisis
of Ecuador in the late 1990s, the
internal conflict in Colombia and
political polarization in Venezuela
have led to large emigration flows
from these three Andean countries.

Economic Determinants of
International Migration

Recent economic research on the
determinants of international
migration identifies real wages and
income per capita differentials
between sending and receiving
countries as a main cause of
(voluntary) emigration decisions.?
In turn, relative income differentials
depends on relative growth
performance across nations which
are ultimately linked to different
development paths. Therefore the
economics of international migration
is closely associated with the
economics of international
development. In this sense, the large
relative income differentials between
Latin American and North-America
(the US and Canada) prompts
emigration from Latin America to the
north. In turn, there are significant
intra-regional differences in
per capita incomes and economic
opportunities that drive the
movement of workers and families
from one Latin American country to
another, often to a neighbouring
country. In fact, we find significant
intra-regional migration from Peru to
Chile, from Haiti to Dominican
Republic, from Costa Rica to
Nicaragua.

Migration theory deals also with
issues such as the choice of country
of destination, the costs of
migrating, the policies towards
immigrants in receiving nations and
others. The choice of country of
destination in international migration
is often dictated by the existence of
social networks of relatives and
friends that have previously migrated
to a certain country. Thus, history
matters as previous cohorts of
migrants alfect current migration
patterns. There are economic and
emotional costs in migrating from
one country to another such as
travelling costs (e.g. air tickets,
shipping costs), living expenses in
the host countries, costs of job search
and the human costs associated with
living away from home. Typically,
unskilled and poor migrants are more
affected by the economic costs of
migration than skilled migrants.
Moreover, cultural differences
(language, habits) across countries
and geographical distances diminish
pressures for international migration.
An important factor constraining
migration flows, in spite of large
differentials in per capita income
levels and real wages across
countries, is restrictive immigration
policies prevailing in the receiving
countries.

Political Determinants of
Voluntary Migration

Outflows and inflows ol people do
not only depend on economic
considerations in sending and
receiving countries. The political
regimes prevailing in host and
source countries—democracy or
authoritarianism-—also matter in the
decision to migrate. Individuals will
prefer to live in countries where civic
freedoms and rights (freedom of
speech, ol association, right to elect
public authorities) and economic
rights (respect for property rights
and contracts) are protected. This
tends to occur more often in
democracies than in dictatorships
that curtail individual rights and
engage in repressive activities.
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