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25 Overcoming Barriers to 
Development in Central 
America, Mexico, and the 
Caribbean: Towards a New 
Research Agenda

Maria Angelina Pérez Gutierrez1

25.1 The region 

The 25 countries2 within the Caribbean and Central American region can 
be grouped in three categories: seven rather small countries that constitute 
the Central American Isthmus; the insular Caribbean countries; and the 
three larger countries of Mexico, Colombia and Venezuela. Historically, the 
region has been characterised by its geopolitical importance as a path that 
connects the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, as well as by its political and social 
complexity (see Chapter 27 in the present volume). The Swiss National Cen-
tre of Competence in Research (NCCR) North-South research programme, 
in its Joint Area of Case Studies (JACS)3 Caribbean and Central America 
(CCA), has developed activities in countries in all three categories (Table 1). 
Differences between the countries in the Human Development Index (HDI) 
and in the Gini Coefficient illustrate the variety of development conditions 
they face.

The growth of social exclusion has been a central concern in analysis of 
sustainable development problems faced by the region. Social exclusion is 
understood as a phenomenon affecting households that suffer from deficient 
reproductive conditions because they do not enjoy the benefits of prevail-
ing social citizenship and because their participation in the labour market 
is doomed due to labour surplus (Pérez Sáinz and Mora Salas 2007). These 
households were thus identified by the research projects as a unit of analysis, 
and two basic causal factors were postulated: social abandonment of a sector 
of the population by ruling institutions, and labour market failures. The first 
indicates the absence of adequate public social policies, and the second indi-
cates the prevailing accumulative process that generates a labour surplus of 
a structural nature. How can the region overcome these deficiencies?
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25.2 Local emphasis in development approaches

Development alternatives in the Caribbean and Central America have been 
substantially modified in the last two decades by processes of global change 
and a clear emphasis at the national and international levels on promoting 
development through local initiatives. What are the reasons for this empha-
sis on the local dimension? 

Among the recent processes of change in the Caribbean and Central America 
were three fundamental ones which enhanced the importance of the local 
scale (Sojo et al 1998). The first was a process of institutional rebuilding, 
which became possible thanks to the reestablishment of peace after the 
period of civil wars in Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatemala in the late 
1980s and early 1990s. The most important transformations derived from 
this process have been the reestablishment of law, the subordination of 

Country NCCR  
North-South 
phase(s)

Population 
(millions)  
(2005)*

Urban 
 population 
(in % 
of total 
 population)

(2005)*

Gini 
 Coefficient 
(1992–
2009)

***

HDI

(2005)*

Surface area 
covered by 
forest 
(in % of total 
 surface area) 
(2005)**

Honduras 1 6.8 46.5 55.3 0.700 41.5

El Salvador 1 6.7 59.8 49.7 0.735 14.4

Costa Rica 1 and 2 4.3 61.7 47.2 0.846 46.8

Dominican 
Republic

1 9.5 66.8 50.0 0.779 28.4

Haiti 1 9.3 38.8 59.5 0.529 3.8

Cuba 1 and 2 11.3 75.5 No data 0.838 24.7

Mexico 1 and 2 104.3 76.0 48.1 0.829 33.7

Venezuela 1 26.7 93.4 43.4 0.792 54.1

Table 1

Joint Area of Case Studies (JACS) Caribbean and Central America (CCA): countries with 
research activities within the framework of the Swiss National Centre of Competence in 
Research (NCCR) North-South programme during its first two phases (2001–2005 and 
2005–2009). HDI: Human Development Index.
Sources: * UNDP 2007; ** ECLAC 2006; *** UNDP 2009
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armed forces to civil governments, and respect for human rights: all of them 
acknowledged crucial components for securing the viability of democracy. 
Institutional rebuilding gave rise to the need to increase access by the popu-
lation to public decision-making, improve the quality of governance, and 
establish mechanisms for accountability. In all of these issues, localities are 
the privileged working scale.

Second, coinciding with institutional rebuilding but independent of it, a 
process of administrative reform took place, including decentralisation of 
governmental functions at the national level, with devolution either to the 
private sector or to local public administration. Decentralisation processes 
are transferring new functions and additional responsibilities to local gov-
ernments, thus creating a need for new local policies and strategies.

Third, the Caribbean and Central American region has undergone a pro-
found economic transformation. There was a general macro-economic 
readjustment in the 1990s, when the previous economic model – the imports 
substitution model sponsored by the United Nations Economic Commission 
for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) since the 1950s – lost its 
capacity to promote development. The majority of the countries in the region 
opened their economies to the dominant global economic forces, resulting in 
a new economic model characterised by substitution of the rule of the state by 
the rule of the market and a reorientation of economic growth in response to 
external demands. These changes promoted three economic sectors: new agri-
cultural exports, sweatshop industries, and tourism, all rooted in the locational 
advantages of particular territories and thus anchored in localities.

Two additional processes of a different nature promote the importance of 
localities. The first is the increasing international migration of the popula-
tion and, along with this, the role of remittances in the budgets of recipient 
households, communities and countries (Figure 1). The second is regional 
upheaval due to regionalisation of the commercial drug chain and, with it, 
the delinquency of regional organisations from Colombia to Mexico, affect-
ing security in all of the Caribbean and Central American countries, although 
to different degrees in the various regions and localities.4

These processes have had social impacts that put social problems at the cen-
tre of the political agenda. The downside of this is that negotiations on devel-
opment issues are often delegated to territorial scales that do not have the 
required institutional strength or support to deal with them.
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25.3 Development problems: three research themes

The most crucial effects of global change studied in the region within the 
framework of the NCCR North-South, during its first phase from 2001 to 
2005, were growing poverty with increasing environmental risks and dete-
rioration of natural resources (Figure 2), territorial fragmentation and vio-
lence, and conflicts connected to governance problems. All of these were 
clearly linked to growth of social exclusion in the region. NCCR North-
South research examined the social practices5 and integration strategies 
of population segments facing these problems, in order to understand their 
underlying logic and their impact on societal and territorial transformations.

By the end of Phase 1 of the NCCR North-South it was clear that current 
development trends were increasing inequity and disrupting social and 

institutional cohesion in urban and rural areas. This disruption was reflected 
in the flow of labour migrants throughout the region and in the number and 
importance of environmental conflicts between different economic sectors.6 
Selection of research themes in the region for the second phase of the NCCR 
North-South was intended to frame regional reflection on these problems.

The first theme, Social Exclusion, Inner Borders and Fragmentation, focus-
es on the conditions encountered in social practices when dealing with the 
impact of increasing inequity on localities and their potential to overcome it. 
The second theme, Poverty, Livelihoods and Migration, focuses on how com-

Fig. 1 
Nicaraguan immi-
grants in San José, 
Costa Rica, lining 
up to send money 
home to their fami-
lies. Remittances 
play an important 
role in the budgets 
of recipient house-
holds, communi-
ties and countries. 
(Photo by Abelardo 
Morales)
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munities deal with the loss of key members and the impact of their contribu-
tions through remittances. The third theme, Local Strategies, Environmental 

Governance and Conflict Management, concentrates on collective responses 
to environmental conflicts involving new economic activities linked to glo-
bal interests as well as activities linked to local producers and inhabitants. 
The socio-territorial dimension of the social practices studied and analysed 
during Phase 1 of the NCCR North-South thus formed the basis on which 
research projects in Phase 2 were developed, with a continued emphasis on 
localities paralleled by the focus of (national and international) develop-
ment cooperation agencies on local contexts. 

Socio-territoriality in analytically significant territories (localities) implies 
that the social subjects (households, enterprises and institutions) share 
‘something more’ than the local geographical setting. ‘Something more’ 
for households refers to shared socio-cultural factors (identity, coopera-
tion, organisation and innovation trends) and their social integration. For 
the enterprises working in given economic sectors, ‘something more’ means 
greater productivity on the one hand, as well as greater competitiveness due 
to the positive effects of social cohesion derived from socio-cultural aspects 
shared by the community, on the other hand. Finally, for institutions ‘some-
thing more’ is institutional density: enough institutions, of a public and/or 
private nature, striving together towards the collective and corporate dimen-
sion of the corresponding development strategy (Pérez Sáinz and Andrade-
Eekhoff 2003).

Fig. 2 
Slum area in La 

Carpio, San José, 
Costa Rica. (Photo 

courtesy of 
ProDUS, University 

of Costa Rica, 
2004)
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For this reason, research has focused on what has been called ‘neighbour-
hood communities’ – territories with analytical significance – in order to 
study the local dimension of globalisation, defined by a given commu-
nity’s members’ linkages through belonging, where the community is an 
actor under the impact of global changes (Pérez Sáinz 2006). The analyti-
cal dimension at stake is social cohesion. Social cohesion should reflect the 
degree of equity promoted by the local development process as an indicator 
of local competitiveness in facing global markets. Social cohesion should 
also reflect the aim of equity, promoted by a common agenda shared among 
the institutions in a community with institutional density.

25.4 Main activities undertaken

Five PhD research projects, eight Master’s projects, and three Partnership 
Actions for Mitigating Syndromes (PAMS)7 were the activities undertaken 
during Phase 2 of the NCCR North-South (2005–2009) in the region. All 
had their own objectives and research questions, but all dealt with locali-
ties and global change. Regional balance among the three regional themes 
(Social Exclusion, Inner Borders and Fragmentation; Poverty, Livelihoods 

and Migration; Local Strategies, Environmental Governance and Conflict 

Management) will be achieved as soon as the last projects are completed. 
The discussions related to the research projects undertaken in the region 
within each of the three themes are reviewed in chapters 26–28 of the present 
volume. What follows is an overview of research activities dealing with the 
various themes.

The theme Social Exclusion, Inner Borders and Fragmentation was 
approached through research dealing with pathways to overcome obstacles 
to access to public goods by excluded sectors of the population: housing in 
central locations (and thus in the city), adequate sanitary conditions, and 
security. Work on some of the projects is continuing to this date. Existing 
results are discussed in Chapter 26 of the present volume.

Access to housing and the city is being studied in a project on “Popular Habi-
tat, Urban Renewal and Social Mobilisation in the Central Neighbourhoods 
of Mexico City” by Anabel Monterrubio, as well as in a project entitled “Cit-
izen Participation in Face of the Deterioration of Central Neighbourhoods 
of Mexico City” by Martín Nájera, both reinforced by a PAMS concerned 
with “Social Capital and Participatory Management as Instruments for the 
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Improvement of an Ancient Neighbourhood in the City of Mexico: Tepito”. 
A project by Laura Aguirre entitled “Territory, Youth and Development: The 
Case of Young People in Ciudad Perdida 9” was completed in 2008.

Access to adequate sanitary conditions is being explored by projects con-
cerned with “Implementation of Environmental Sanitation Policy in Human 
Settlements in Costa Rica: The Case of Household-centred Environmental 
Sanitation (HCES)” by Horacio Chamizo, and “Adequate Urban Articu-
lation: The Case of La Europa in Curridabat” by Zuhra Sasa. A PAMS on 
developing greywater treatment technology in Mexico complemented this 
research.

Title Location Duration Main outcomes

Social Capital and Participatory Plan-
ning as Instruments for Improvement 
of an Old Neighbourhood

Tepito, 
 Mexico City

June 2008 – 
June 2009

Methodology to identify and promote a 
participatory concept for the integration 
and promotion of community improve-
ment projects by training interested 
inhabitants and thus strengthening social 
capital.

Strengthening Governance Processes 
for Sustainable Agriculture in Western 
Mexico

Jalisco, 
Mexico

December 
2008 – 
December 
2009

Strengthening capacities of farmers in 
organic farming through participatory 
training processes consisting of fieldtrips, 
workshops and meetings to exchange 
experiences. Proposals for the marketing 
of surplus production of rural families are 
included, opening opportunities for fair 
trade and responsible consumption of 
agro-ecological foods (Figure 3).

Community-based Ecological Greywa-
ter Management in the Municipality of 
Tepoztlán, Mexico

Tepoztlan, 
Mexico

January 
2007 – April 
2008

Generation of baseline knowledge about 
ecological alternatives to treat greywater, 
with a community-oriented perspective. 
Implemented by Sarar Transformación 
S.C. in the urban core and adjacent rural 
and peri-urban communities of Tepoztlán, 
Morelos. Tepoztlán mirrors the need of 
other Latin-American municipalities for 
adequate sanitation alternatives to reduce 
environmental degradation, adequately 
manage potential health risks, and foster 
better policies to address this and other 
environmental issues.

Table 2

Selection of Part-
nership Actions for 

Mitigating Syn-
dromes (PAMS) car-
ried out in the Joint 
Area of Case Stud-

ies (JACS) Carib-
bean and Central 

America (CCA).
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Access to security is being studied in a first project on “Urban Violence and 
Changes in Tegucigalpa” by Marysabel Zelaya, a second on “Characteri-
sation of Closed Neighbourhoods in Tegucigalpa” by Ivonne Chain, and a 
third on “Social Representations and Practices of Insecurity in the Post-War 
Era” by Lorena Umaña. 

Three research projects are concerned with reflection on “Poverty, Liveli-
hoods and Migration: International Migration and Its Impact on Local Live-
lihoods in Chiapas, Mexico” (by Jorge Angulo), “The Labour Situation of 
Guatemalan Women in Chiapas, Mexico” (by Susana Martínez), and “Bor-
derline Livelihoods: A Case Study from Southern Chiapas, Mexico” (by 
Lukas Sieber). 

Finally, two projects are contributing to “Local Strategies, Environmental 
Governance and Conflict Management: Analysis of the Process of Gov-
ernance Regarding Sustainable Water Management in the Watersheds of 
Santiago-Ayuquila” (by Alejandra Guerrero) and “Governance in Water 
Management in the Municipalities of Unión Tula and Zapotitlan de Vadillo, 
Jalisco” (by Silvia Salcido). One PAMS linked to this research theme is enti-
tled “Strengthening Governance Processes for Sustainable Agriculture in 
Western Mexico”.

Two of the so-called Transversal Package Projects (TPPs)8 were also present 
in the region, contributing to the theme on social exclusion: “Innovation 
in Decision-making Processes in Sustainable Urban Projects”, directed by 
Adriana Rabinovich, and “Operationalising Human Security for Livelihood 
Protection”, directed by Albrecht Schnabel.

Fig. 3 
Conventional (A) 
and organic (B) 
farming in Western 
Mexico. (Photos by 
Peter Gerritsen)

BA
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25.5 Outlook for future research

Research in the JACS CCA regarding present development trends linked to 
global change has been focusing on increasing inequity in access to resourc-
es, especially territorial ones, with social segregation reflecting social exclu-

sion. Impacts of these processes on livelihoods and biodiversity have been 
studied, with the three themes providing insights into social exclusion as 
the cause of increasing migration, the increasing vulnerability of people to 
natural and anthropogenic risks and insecurity, and governance problems at 
the local and national levels. 

Two main causes of social exclusion were identified: the absence of ade-
quate social public policies and the prevailing accumulative process that 
generates a labour surplus of a structural nature. Research activities also 
examined how these causes were dealt with in urban and rural settings, and 
how pathways to greater sustainability were negotiated. The main means of 
success were found to be participatory planning interventions (emphasising 
the empowerment potentials of participatory approaches, including those 
related to upgrading sanitation systems) and inter-municipal resource man-
agement agreements.

Further analysis of these issues are among the challenges defined for the 
third phase of the NCCR North-South programme; the corresponding 
research projects will be included in a first thematic node on Health, Serv-
ices and Planning and another thematic node on Resources, Economy and 
Governance. Research projects in the JACS CCA will be conducted in 
both nodes; this new constellation of themes will enable the programme to 
explore further aspects of the complex realities dealt with by development-
oriented research in the region.
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terms of their impact on the transformation of space (Pedrazzini et al 2005).

6 Such conflicts occurred, for example, between the tourist sector and the agricultural export sec-
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regarding impacts of activities on biodiversity or use of water resources.

7 Partnership Actions for Mitigating Syndromes (PAMS) are projects implemented by local actors 
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8 Transversal Package Projects (TPPs) were a Phase 2 component of the NCCR North-South that 
helped to cross disciplinary boundaries, with a view to achieving better integration of complex 
issues within the framework of the overall theme of sustainable development and syndrome 
mitigation. TPPs were interdisciplinary projects entrusted to research teams under the leadership 
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	 Abstract

This article presents a synthesis of the conceptual and methodological 

debate carried out by a group of researchers who explored problems of sus-

tainable development and global change in the Central American and Carib-

bean region. The heart of the debate and corresponding empirical research 

results presented here focus on social exclusion and related socio-spatial 

segregation and fragmentation of urban space. Social exclusion in the region 

largely derives from inadequate public social policies, weak public institu-

tions and vulnerable labour market opportunities, which impoverish and 

exclude high percentages of rural and urban populations. These problems 

are related to the global predominance of the financial sector, relocation of 

production, and the role of the state in deregulating the market. To identify 

how these global changes are related to social exclusion – reflected in house-

holds suffering from deficient reproductive conditions that affect their habi-

tat and livelihoods – a series of research projects analysed existing social 

and territorial conditions, focusing specifically on housing, basic services 

and security. The objective was to identify and analyse conditions of social 

exclusion and understand their relations to the visible territorial impacts of 

global change – segregation and the privatisation of public space. The next 

step was to characterise the negative dimensions of these territorial impacts 

and the positive processes that neutralise them. The present article is organ-

ised in four sections: an introduction, a conceptual framework developed on 

the basis of the individual studies, a summary of main results, and conclu-

sions that pave the way for future social exclusion studies in the region. 

Keywords: Social exclusion; territories; residential segregation; privatisa-

tion of public space; livelihoods and habitat.
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26.1	 Introduction

The global economic crisis of the 1980s and 1990s deepened already exist-
ing inequalities in the distribution of income in Central America and the Car-
ibbean, increasing poverty levels, segregation and the social and economic 
vulnerability of significant sectors of the population, while other, privileged 
minorities multiplied their wealth to levels without precedent (Portes et al 
1997; Chossudovsky 2009). This situation is not limited to Central America 
or the Caribbean: it also exists in the rest of Latin and North America, as has 
been pointed out by several authors and international institutions (Menjívar 
Larín et al 1997; Sassen 1998; De Mattos 2009; see also the annual reports 
of the World Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank [IDB] and the 
United Nations’ Economic Commission for Latin America and the Carib-
bean [ECLAC]). 

Income inequality, together with increased fear and insecurity in the absence 
of adequate public security measures, have led to a territorial phenomenon, 
expressed in the enclosure of both rich and poor neighbourhoods and a 
resulting ‘privatisation’ or private use of public spaces in the cities (Blakely 
and Snyder 1997; Coy and Pohler 2002; Pirez 2002; Caldeira 2004; Low 
2004; Glasze et al 2005; Coy 2006; Borsdorf and Hidalgo 2007). From a 
sociological point of view, physical and symbolic – or ‘inner’– borders are 
created within the city (Pedrazzini et al 2005), resulting in overall urban 
fragmentation.

In socio-cultural terms, these dynamics – linked to the impact of the global 
economic crisis of the 1980s and 1990s – are modifying the forms of sociali-
sation, life styles and social fabric of communities (Coy and Pohler 2002; 
Caldeira 2004). Urban enclosure and fragmentation in Central America are 
producing a progressive ‘disarticulation’ of communities’ networks and 
livelihoods which had, until recently, played an important role in the surviv-
al strategies of the poor (Gellert 2000). These strategies have an anchoring 
that is strictly territorial, since it is in the territory – defined as a “[s]patial 

setting allowing for the development of specific activities”, i.e. as “[t]he 
various conventional and material equipments that frame and enable spe-
cific actions” (Pattaroni et al 2008, p 9) – that the different forms of capital 
accumulation take place and are anchored. In addition to the visible ‘disar-
ticulation’ of communities that can be observed in Central American urban 
settings, the overall social fabric is affected by increasing violence and inse-
curity (Pedrazzini et al 2003; Pedrazzini et al 2005).
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Given the novelty, intricacy and scope of the phenomenon described above, 
there is a need for concerted interdisciplinary research on how to mitigate 
its negative impacts. Research carried out within the Swiss National Centre 
of Competence in Research (NCCR) North-South programme from 2001 
to 2008 emphasised the study of social exclusion seen from territorial and 
cultural perspectives. The two most clearly related trends under study were 
social segregation and increased violence and insecurity.

The case studies that substantiate our arguments and conclusions addressed 
a broad range of issues: from gated communities and informal neighbour-
hoods in Tegucigalpa, Honduras, and San Salvador, El Salvador, to the social 
dynamics of neighbourhoods in Mexico City’s historic centre, where reha-
bilitation and improvement projects have been implemented. These studies 
were inscribed within a line of research on “Social Exclusion, Inner Borders 
and Fragmentation”, considered particularly relevant for Central America 
and the Caribbean by the NCCR North-South programme. They explored 
the nature and causes of the exclusion of specific disadvantaged groups from 
their territorial and cultural rights, and analysed the relation this exclusion 
has to increasing violence and insecurity, within the context of multifaceted 
global change. The studies were framed within a conceptual and theoretical 
debate that is summarised in the next section of this article. This is followed 
by a comparative presentation of main findings, and conclusions regarding 
questions and issues that still need to be addressed.

26.2	 Conceptual	framework

The central concepts underpinning the present line of research are social 

exclusion, livelihoods, and territory. With the use of these concepts an 
attempt is made, on the one hand, to conceptualise the relationship between 
households and the urban space they occupy, and, on the other hand, to 
define the exclusion/inclusion processes that people experience. These con-
cepts come from several disciplines, including sociology, anthropology, 
and geography (Rodgers et al 1995; Silver and Wilkinson 1995; Bolay et al 
2005; Pattaroni et al 2008).



Global Change and Sustainable Development 

402

North-South
perspectives

26.2.1	 Social	exclusion:	the	symbolic	significance	of	income	

The social exclusion concept (as discussed in Koonings and Kruijt 2007 as 
well as Pérez Sáinz and Mora Salas 2007) further develops the concept of 
poverty and overcomes its limitations. Poverty is in itself an internation-
ally agreed standard that refers to a household’s monetary capacity to cover 
the cost of the so-called ‘basic basket’ of consumption goods. By contrast, 
in accord with the ideas of the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), we share the notion that the social exclusion of both groups and 
individuals relates rather to the impossibility they experience of partici-
pating in development processes and gaining access to their benefits. The 
‘excluded’ are those who find themselves in a state of disadvantage caused 
by economic as well as social, political and cultural processes that prevent 
them from fully participating in development processes (FLACSO and 
UNDP 1995, p 33). 

In this sense, while low income alone does not create social exclusion, it 
does have some negative effects, as it affects the creation of social capital. 
For example, it becomes a hindrance to university studies and can lead to 
self-censorship. Sen (2000) and Byrne (2002) point out that the inability 
of individuals to relate to others and be part of community life may directly 
impoverish a person’s life. Stable social relationships can act as commu-
nity support for building individual and collective projects and thus promote 
development. Inequality gaps inhibit the consolidation of such relation-
ships. Only social subjects with significant linkages outside disadvantaged 
communities and the territories they occupy succeed in becoming integrated 
into current social transformation dynamics (Baires et al 2006).

However, exclusion related to income can also take a socio-cultural form: 
indeed, certain forms of consumption are, according to the dominant glo-
bal economic model, one way of exercising ‘citizenship’ (Baumann 1998; 
Clarke and Bradford 1998; Zukin 1998; García Canclini 2001). Exclusion 
through lack of access to consumption is therefore not only material but also 
cultural (De Freitas 2004). Spaces for cultural consumption destined for spe-
cific social groups that have not only sufficient economic resources, but also 
incorporate into their lives a series of new consumption practices, are replac-
ing traditional public cultural spaces in the Central American and Caribbean 
region. For example, this is the case when spaces for recreation and consump-
tion are concentrated in city zones that can be accessed only by car, or when 
spaces proliferate where – especially among urban youth – appearance, dress 
and behaviour become a sine qua non for admittance (Baires et al 2006).
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Thus, global change processes anchored in territories generate forms of 
integration and exclusion that respond to global socio-economic logics. It 
is precisely the lack of capacity to become integrated in dominant economic 
practices that generates high percentages of exclusion in territorial transfor-
mations (Gacitúa et al 2000).

26.2.2	 	Livelihoods,	‘territories’	and	‘inner	borders’:	conceptual	

tools	to	understand	urban	fragmentation

Transformations of urban territories are generated by the social dynamics of 
the individuals that inhabit and use such territories. This is where the rela-
tionship between territory and livelihoods originates and is consummated. 
Livelihood refers to ways of life and subsistence that develop and are shaped 
within territories. According to Pattaroni et al (2008), inhabitants of con-
temporary cities live and are socially integrated by means of four types of 
‘territories’ that give them access to housing, socialisation spaces, services, 
and economic activities. These territories are a conceptual construct useful 
for understanding how, in reality, humans create as well as live, socialise and 
work in different spaces that function along different organisational princi-
ples and produce corresponding results. The characterisation of and interac-
tion between these territories influence urban inhabitants’ life systems and 
well-being (Table 1).

The combination of organisational principles and goods delivered produces 
complex social relationships that introduce, in the symbolic construction of 
territories, a series of processes that are difficult to comprehend and, hence, 
to manage. Two of these processes that specifically reflect social exclusion 
or inclusion are urban social fragmentation and the creation of mobile ‘inner 
borders’. 

Type	of	territory Organisational	principle Good	delivered

Functional territory Normalisation Efficiency

Merchant territory Competition Growth and prosperity 

Sociability territory Reciprocity Solidarity and social capital 

Dwelling territory Comfort and ease Ontological safety 

Table 1

Organisational 
principles of, and 
goods delivered 

by, the four types 
of urban territories 

in which liveli-
hoods are 

 embedded.

Source: Pattaroni 
et al 2008
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Urban social fragmentation4 is considered a ‘syndrome’ of global change 
(Hurni et al 2004), as it contributes to the deterioration of urban inhabitants’ 
quality of life, especially in poor neighbourhoods, hampering the possibil-
ity of urban sustainable development (Pedrazzini et al 2003; Pedrazzini et 
al 2005). Urban social fragmentation leads to lack of reciprocity and thus to 
loss of sociability territory. This, in turn, makes it difficult to reach agree-
ments for normalisation, resulting in inefficiency of the functional territory. 
Competition increases to a maximum, and growth and prosperity are dealt 
with in different ways, depending on the degree of social empowerment, 
affecting the dwelling territory. Promoting comfort and thus ontological 
safety becomes a matter of differentiation rather than collaboration. This 
is reflected in what we call ‘inner borders’. The creation of inner borders 
within a city or within a municipality, as part of this fragmentation process, 
is determined by public and private interventions through which, over time, 
inhabitants provide their environment with existence and meaning, creating 
distinct territorial identity, e.g. in the form of gated communities. Borders 
and territory formation thus have a symbolic dimension that must be defined 
and accounted for, keeping in mind that their dimension is not static.

Mobile inner borders is our own term for the ‘liminal spaces’5 (Zukin 1991) or 
‘in-between spaces’ where identities are anchored through specific dynam-
ics that assert and produce symbolic communities to which certain social 
groups adhere. In order to clarify this concept, we must first conceptualise 
the term ‘identity’. Social identities are the symbolic constructions of a ‘we’ 
in the face of ‘others’. This is a discursive process of marking and ratifying 
symbolic boundaries (Hall 1996). As long as the nation-state was a unify-
ing and stable space of symbolic belonging, social identity was provided 
by nationality (Anderson 1991). Global socio-economic change, expressed, 
for example, in increased migration and more complex migration patterns, 
has increased the complexity of social identity construction processes while 
also making these processes visible, since social identity is built on shared 
values and these values have become immensely diverse (Basch et al 1993).

26.2.3	 Symbolic	dichotomies	and	the	dynamics	of	territories

From the socio-cultural point of view, two types of relationships define these 
inner borders, the fundamental nature of which is mobile: the public–private 
dichotomy and the security–insecurity dichotomy.6 These dichotomies, in 
turn, contribute to the fragmenting of urban territories and experiences.7
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Public–private: Public space is the civic space of common good, as 
opposed to the private space of individual interests. In the city, public space 
and the implicit covenant on which citizenship is founded become visible. 
Cities and public spaces express very well the image each society has of 
itself (Marks et al 2008).

Forms of coexistence are tested in public spaces since it is here that we meet 
the different ‘others’. Therefore, this becomes a possibility for strengthening 
community ties. Nevertheless, in Central American cities, encounters with 
the ‘other’ have become the cause of daily fears. Urban space is no longer an 
opportunity that fascinates, but rather something that is feared and fled from. 
This feeling prevailing in daily life has put an end to public expressions of 
solidarity in Latin American cities (De Freitas 2004).

The increasing preference for private spaces is part of the social fragmenta-
tion syndrome; it evidences how the urban cultural experience has changed. 
An increasing preference for the private is perceptible both in consumption 
and in supply trends: on the one hand, the middle and upper classes prefer to 
spend their ‘free’ or leisure time in private spaces rather than public ones; on 
the other hand, ‘cultural’ supply tends to remain concentrated in these pri-
vate spaces, at a cost that is generally high (which is why cultural supply is 
provided by international chains) in exchange for the ‘lost security’ of public 
space (Martel 2006b).

Governments in the region have proven to be more and more incapable of 
guaranteeing public security (De Freitas 2004; Zelaya 2009). This is one of 
the reasons why privatisation of public and community space is taking place, 
serving the (frequently multi-national) corporate interests behind this trend. 
These dynamics reinforce different individual and collective ‘security’ prac-
tices (Pedrazzini et al 2003). As an answer to this deterioration of public 
order, borders (physical and symbolic) are created to differentiate public 
space from private space. As mentioned above, such borders are mobile, in 
this case because they are drawn across public spaces to facilitate their use 
as private spaces, and at the same time private spaces function internally as 
public spaces by blurring previously fixed borders.

Security–insecurity: As mentioned above, one of the characteristics of 
Central American cities is the perception of insecurity resulting from dif-
ferent forms of urban violence. City zones and persons are characterised 
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and stigmatised along the security–insecurity divide. Again, symbolic borders 
are established based on appearance, skin colour, socio-economic origins, etc. 
(De Freitas 2004; Baires et al 2006). In this way, fear is the feeling that is 
progressively uniting inhabitants in cities. Fears are individually experienced, 
socially constructed, and culturally shared (Pedrazzini et al 2003). Fear and 
the feeling of insecurity constitute unprecedented forms of community within 
cities; through both of them, invisible internal borders emerge where subjects 
and zones are identified as responsible for violence (Martel 2006a).

The feeling of insecurity affects the quality of people’s lives and weakens 
the social fabric. The tendency is towards growing distrust in the social envi-
ronment; as a consequence, people look for some way to escape this per-
ceived reality. Gated neighbourhoods are one option they turn to, in the hope 
of locking out social violence, at least from their residential space. How-
ever, this option is only available to people who can afford a place in a gated 
neighbourhood. This leads to a large gap between people ‘included’ in the 
ghetto and those ‘excluded’ from it.8

This perception leads people to mistrust the management of public institu-
tions responsible for public security.9 As indicated with regard to the public–
private dichotomy, mistrust of the public administration is the reason why 
people increasingly turn to private solutions. The number of private security 
services has been steadily growing; a study carried out in Caracas identified 
more than 8 different security bodies, including private security companies, 
more than half of which were ‘illegal’, as they did not have official permits 
(De Freitas 2004).

As discussed above, the dichotomous relationships between security–
insecurity and public–private generate forms of urban fragmentation that 
contribute to the deterioration of the social fabric. This is the case for all 
social groups, but it is experienced more dramatically by the urban poor, as 
explored by several studies summarised below. 

26.3	 Selected	case	study	results

Within the framework of NCCR North-South research in Central America 
and the Caribbean, the territorial impacts of social exclusion were initially 
explored through an analysis of the increasing enclosure of residential areas 
in San Salvador and the growing privatisation of public spaces in Caracas, 
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both related to the increase of urban violence and perceived insecurity. Both 
are typical examples of the dichotomous security–insecurity and public– 
private relationships, mentioned above.

In San Salvador, Baires determined a clear trend towards controlling access 
to residential areas within the city by establishing physical barriers (Figure 
1), even though this practice was not legally allowed. The required permits 
were not requested, nor was the action punished. An inventory of closed set-
tlements was carried out in San Salvador in the year 2004, and a typology 
based on the income level of the households was established, showing that 
the trend affected all social strata. Data managed by the Planning Office of 
the Metropolitan Area of San Salvador (Oficina de Planificación del Área 
Metropolitana de San Salvador, OPAMSS) indicated that in 2004, 40% of 
the housing stock in San Salvador was located within a closed community. 
Interviews provided evidence that this trend was linked to fear; these results 
were supported by a statistical review. Moreover, the housing market was 
found to play a dominant role in reinforcing the trend.

In Caracas, De Freitas implemented an exploratory descriptive research 
project to analyse situations of violence and insecurity and their impact on 
the physical, cultural and symbolic spaces of the city. The research was car-
ried out in the parish of San Bernardino, a sector of the city inhabited by 
people from all social strata and characterised by a presence of commer-

Fig. 1 
Entrance to a gated 
community in San 
Salvador, El Salva-

dor. (Photo by 
Sonia Baires)
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cial and service activities, as well as significant public spaces (3.5% of total 
area). This qualitative study involved interviews with three categories of 
stakeholders (inhabitants, economic actors from the commercial and serv-
ice sectors, and public officers and politicians); it also included a phase of 
non-participatory structured observation. Results indicated that there were 
perceptions of danger in the area, especially in relation to the poor neigh-
bourhoods, where security measures were clearly concentrated. Public spac-
es were scarcely used by medium- and high-income groups, who preferred 
to use commercial centres as sociability territories. Recreational activities 
were mostly limited to daylight hours. There was no clear notion of public 
space, neither at the municipality nor at the police and institutional levels. 
Closing access to neighbourhoods was justified although it was not legal; it 
also contributed to raising real estate values.

In the second four-year phase of the NCCR North-South research pro-
gramme from 2005 to 2009, projects aimed to evaluate how the patterns 
of both growth of urban gated communities and the renovation of historic 
urban centres related to social exclusion and segregation in different cities 
in Central America and the Caribbean, with special emphasis on the impact 
of these two patterns on public spaces and their role with regard to social 
cohesion. 

Following the study by Baires, Ivonne Chain developed a research project 
entitled “Characterisation of Gated Urbanisation and Neighbourhoods as a 
New Residential Phenomenon in the City of Tegucigalpa” (Figure 2). She 
conducted an inventory of gated neighbourhoods for Tegucigalpa, Hondu-
ras, classifying them by physical elements, origination process, socio-eco-
nomic category, type of security, and life style offered. Apart from mapping 
these neighbourhoods, she found that these closed communities originat-
ed in a type of social housing common throughout Honduras in the 1970s. 
These communities had then evolved into neighbourhoods that were closed 
for security reasons, finally becoming a residential trend for medium- and 
high-income classes during the 1990s.

As loss of public spaces within the neighbourhoods was found to occur both 
in centres and in areas at the periphery of Tegucigalpa, an ensuing project by 
Marysabel Zelaya, entitled “Urban Violence and Changes in Tegucigalpa, 
Honduras”, is now looking at accelerated processes of spatial reconfigu-
ration in these urban areas, focusing on the public as well as the residen-
tial areas. The project aims to understand how and why these places have 
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changed and how the process of change affects the use and meaning of pub-
lic space for the people who use it. The research is based on three in-depth 
case studies of one neighbourhood located in the centre of Tegucigalpa and 
two at the periphery, of which one is an informal neighbourhood and the 
other consists of condominiums. Similar to the study conducted by De Freit-
as, this project takes a qualitative approach based on stakeholder interviews, 
with a view to deepening the understanding of the mechanisms underlying 
security–insecurity and public–private relations.

How can the current resident population of centrally located settlements – 
including the poorest – continue to live in historic city centres in which, 
under the influence of global economic dynamics, renovation has become 
the trend? Anabel Monterrubio is focusing on this key question in the case 
of Mexico City, increasing knowledge about how inhabitants create, live, 
socialise and work, as proposed by Pattaroni et al (2008). Using a historical 
reconstruction of housing processes, as well as stakeholder mapping and 
interviews, to date she has inquired into the role of public policies and the 
land market as external determining factors. She is also inquiring into the 
inhabitants’ perceptions, values and evaluations regarding their habitat, as 
internal factors that influence decisions on whether or not to continue living 
in Mexico City’s historic centre. Her current results indicate that institution-
al strategies (in terms of norms, intervention project profiles, and economic 
resources) have been crucial for the local population’s ability to continue to 
live in the centre. In addition, daily resistance by individuals and households 
to official injunctions to move, reinforced by organised resistance, have 
been important tools. Social movements (housing NGOs and support from 
university projects) have been instrumental in promoting collective social 

Fig. 2 
Inclusion and 

exclusion: the 
upper-class gated 
community of Los 

Hidalgos (A) and  
an adjacent poor 

neighbourhood (B) 
in Tegucigalpa, 

Honduras. (Photos 
by Ivonne Chain)

BA
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practices in search of public policy alternatives that support permanent resi-
dence of former inhabitants in the city centre.

Finally, Laura Aguirre is examining Mexico City’s development model, 
through a study of a poor neighbourhood enclosed within one of the wealthi-
est areas in the city and forgotten by urban development authorities until 
now. This is the case of the neighbourhood called Ciudad Perdida 9, where 
inhabitants perceive more advantages than disadvantages in living within 
the area, because the precarious physical and social conditions are compen-
sated by better access to other benefits of an urban environment (Figure 3). 

26.4	 Conclusion

It is clear that the increase in violent behaviour and perceptions of insecu-
rity in the Central American and Caribbean urban contexts has modified 
the character of social spatial segregation in the urban environment: it has 
led to patterns of enclosure in residential areas and privatisation of public 
space, leading in turn to increasing urban fragmentation. This phenomenon 
confirms the existence of increasing social exclusion processes recently 
observed and measured for several countries in the region by Pérez Sáinz 
and Mora Salas (2007). 

By definition, social exclusion precludes sustainable development, since it 
introduces or increases social inequality, thus making it impossible for cur-
rent and future generations to benefit from access to sustainably managed 

Fig. 3 
Ciudad Perdida 9 
in Mexico City, 
seen from within 
(A) and from out-
side (B). (Photos by 
Laura Aguirre)

BA
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resources. In urban areas, exclusion takes place when the four symbolic ter-
ritories established by Pattaroni et al (2008) become dysfunctional. What 
can be done to mitigate the resulting problem of urban fragmentation and 
disarticulation of the social fabric?

The research conducted in Mexico City by Monterrubio underlines the 
importance of adequate public social policies to regulate the functioning of 
land markets for dealing with the residential dimension of the problem. In 
addition, the results show that there is a true potential for controlling the neg-
ative impact of social exclusion when social movements work together with 
academic groups, promoting processes to improve social capital. Indeed, 
this case study highlights one means of achieving the development of areas 
in historic city centres in which the majority of the population – rather than 
only an elite – has access to resources. However, its scope is still limited to 
confined areas within the city. May it be generalised?

Further topics for exploration arise from the current state of the art and 
empirical results, with a view to sharpening the understanding of social 
exclusion processes and increasing the database upon which possible meas-
ures can be proposed for policy- and decision-making. Research findings 
highlight the dominant trends in the evolution of urban areas triggered by 
global processes and intensified by the weakness of urban planning as a pub-
lic responsibility, particularly in large cities. They also uncover the strong 
impact of private planning on the urban space – one of the critical phenom-
ena determining present unsustainable urban expansion patterns (Caballero 
Zeitún 2007). Public planning is facing the aggressiveness of private real 
estate investment, which is geared to maximising immediate earnings by 
redesigning the city according to private demand, rather than giving priority 
to public interest, which would entail building and protecting the collective 
patrimony.
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	 Abstract

This article provides a critical introduction to understanding the migra-

tion–poverty relationship from a different perspective, i.e. by focusing on 

the migration–livelihoods nexus from the point of view of social structures 

and people’s living conditions. The discussion presented here is based on 

analysis of different analytical approaches to migration in Central America 

and the Caribbean, developed within the framework of the Swiss National 

Centre of Competence in Research (NCCR), an international research pro-

gramme focusing on mitigating syndromes of global change. The present 

appraisal provides a broader explanation of the scope of relationships in the 

development of social life reproduction strategies, envisaging migration as 

an answer to problems of inequality and as a resource for poverty alleviation 

strategies, from a Central American perspective.

Keywords: Migration; poverty; development; livelihoods; security; borders. 
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27.1	 The	context

Central American countries are situated in the Caribbean Basin4 in the tropi-
cal part of the continent, between the two large continental masses of North 
and South America. These countries have a geographical proximity to the 
United States and have been marked by a strong dependency on the U.S. for 
two centuries, owing to this superpower nation’s foreign interventions and 
military invasions, which were aimed at maintaining its sphere of political 
and especially economic influence in almost all countries across the region.

The colonial past prior to U.S. influence also created differences between 
the mainland and insular territories. For instance, the Central American 
countries and Mexico, with the exception of mainland Belize, were Span-
ish colonies, along with Venezuela and, in the Caribbean, the Dominican 
Republic, Cuba and Puerto Rico; the remaining Caribbean islands were col-
onies of other European powers until not very long ago. In this framework, 
the geopolitics and the historical conditions of each of these societies gave 
rise to the establishment of national borders after each process of independ-
ence. These borders reflect the political fragmentation of the region, the 
weakness of its economies and political systems, and the existing features of 
the capital cities in these countries (Barrera et al 2004). 

Up until the last quarter of the previous century, military governments and 
conditions of political instability prevailed in most countries of the region. 
Formal democracies were established at the end of the Cold War, but in many 
cases governance was hampered by weakness of the new democratic institu-
tions. In recent decades, social inequality has been shown to be responsible 
for continual social conflict, upheaval and guerrilla movements. Its manifes-
tations encompass a set of extreme differences in the distribution of wealth 
and, in addition, other forms of exclusion and semi-slavery of the indigenous 
majorities and people of African descent, especially in certain societies ruled 
by small white elites. These societies have also been characterised by gender 
discrimination, as women are subject to patriarchal systems. 

In the recent context of globalisation, in most Central American countries 
social, ethnic and gender asymmetries have become more pronounced. As a 
direct consequence, promises of welfare for both men and women, respect 
for human rights and hopes of social equality have been left behind. On the 
other hand, the region has become one of the main sources of new interna-
tional migration flows. Central America and Southeast Asia are among the 
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main providers of migrant labour for both the recipient economies in the 
North and for labour markets within the same region. This movement of peo-
ple and labour has led to the establishment of complex migratory systems 
with characteristics that interact with the structural deficiencies that drive 
them and, in turn, new political borders and social divisions continue to be 
established.

According to statistical reports available from and compiled by the Popula-
tion Division of the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean (ECLAC), the Latin American and Caribbean coun-
tries account for over 12% of international migrants in the world and they 
make up nearly 4% of the regional migrant population (ECLAC 2006). The 
greatest number comes from Mexico, followed by the Caribbean Commu-
nity and Colombia (with approximately one million emigrants in each case). 
Countries such as Cuba, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Mexico, 
Nicaragua and Uruguay are nations with at least 8% to 15% of their popula-
tion living abroad. Meanwhile, more than 20% of the Caribbean population 
is living outside their place of birth. More detailed data on immigrants and 
emigrants by country of residence and birth are given in Table 1.

In summary, the Central American and Caribbean region has been marked 
by processes of fragmentation, social polarisation and lack of governance. 
These conditions have caused a series of conflicts and political instability, 
and are among the causes that have generated heavy expulsion of population 
within a complex system of international migration. Far from resolving the 
structural and institutional weaknesses in the migrants’ countries of origin, 
this complexity tends on the contrary to aggravate these problems by adding 
new factors of instability, conflict and insecurity.5

27.2	 Poverty	and	migration:	new	insights	

Research findings compiled to date in the region within the framework of 
the Swiss National Centre of Competence in Research (NCCR) North-South 
programme have provided a wealth of important results regarding the nexus 
of migration and poverty (Cedano and Dilla 2005; Dilla 2006; Morales-
Gamboa and Pérez 2006; Hostettler 2007); analysis of migration – under-
stood as a form of mobility that constitutes an expression of social prac-
tices articulated within the framework of globalisation (Sassen 2006) – rep-
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resents an important contribution to a better understanding of the relationship 
between the phenomenon of migration and the production of new livelihoods 
– conceptualised here as new fields of social reproduction within a transna-
tional dimension. Nevertheless, certain conceptual limitations underlying this 
relationship are of significant concern. We discuss these limitations below.

27.2.1	 The	migration–development	nexus

Social analysis of poverty and migration has become more common in Latin 
America, especially because of the emphasis placed on remittances as a 
resource for bridging gaps in the social system (Maimbo and Ratha 2005; 
Hostettler 2007).6 This approach seems to be an improvement, as it goes 
beyond the previous, rather negative, explanation of migration as resulting 
exclusively from the poverty of migrants and their families. So, although the 
rigidity of developmentalist thinking remains, studies of resources gener-
ated by migration as a means of overcoming poverty have introduced new 
discussions in many countries of origin.

Country Total	
	population
(in	mil-
lions)

Immigrants	a) Emigrants	b)

Number	
(in	thou-
sands)

Percent-
age	of	
	population

Number	
(in	thou-
sands)

Percent-
age	of	
	population

Totals	for	
the	region	

523.463 6,001 1.1 21,381 4.1

Costa Rica 3.925 296 7.5 86 2.2

Cuba 11.199 82 0.7 973 8.7

Dominican 
Republic

8.396 96 1.1 782 9.3

El Salvador 6.276 19 0.3 911 14.5

Guatemala 11.225 49 0.4 532 4.7

Honduras 6.485 27 0.4 304 4.7

Nicaragua 4.957 20 0.4 477 9.6

Panama 2.948 86 2.9 124 4.2

Mexico 98.881 519 0.5 9,227 9.6

Caribbean 11.782 853 7.2 1,832 15.5

a) Data on immigrants in El Salvador and Nicaragua are taken from the 1990 censuses.
b)  Estimates of emigrants are minimum numbers, since they cover a limited number of countries in 

Europe and Oceania.

Table 1

Immigrants and 
emigrants in Cen-
tral America and 
the Caribbean 
around the year 
2000: minimum 
estimates in thou-
sands of persons 
and as a percent-
age of the total 
population, by 
country of resi-
dence (immi-
grants) and coun-
try of birth (emi-
grants).

Source: ECLAC 
2006, p 16.
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The developmentalist approach has placed a very particular emphasis on 
migration, as it focuses on the effects of remittances in countries of origin. 
Kapur points out, for example, that “[a]s with the euphoria surrounding pri-
vate capital flows in the mid-1990s, the attractiveness of remittances is in 
part a reaction to the failures of earlier development mantras” (Kapur 2005, 
p 339). In this regard, there is a clear link involving multiple dimensions 
of migration and development. However, the developmentalist approach 
applied to migration studies focuses on the assumption that resource flows 
from migrants could turn into potential assets that will allow societies of ori-
gin to overcome conditions of underdevelopment and poverty that gave rise 
to migration. Examples include remittances, social capital, and the develop-
ment of productive skills.7 As Levitt and Nyberg-Sørensen suggest: “we can 
see them [remittances] as a way to rectify years of uneven development” 
(Levitt and Nyberg-Sørensen 2004).

As a consequence, the developmentalist approach to migration and remit-
tances has avoided analysis of multiple factors that interact within the trans-
national social fields in which migrants are embedded and the interlocking 
networks of social relationships through which ideas, practices and resourc-
es are unequally exchanged, organised and transformed. Similarly, analy-
sis of the strategies developed by migrants for management, transfer and 
use of resources obtained from migration – such as remittances – has been 
neglected. In this sense, the approach continues to ignore the social condi-
tions under which such strategies are designed, on many occasions consid-
ering the migrant simply as homo faber or dollar-maker. In this scenario, 
an anthropological glance at the study of such linkages contributes to the 
acknowledgement of social networks as a key cultural resource that migrant 
people, families and communities have in developing new transnational 
livelihoods from migration (Lomnitz 2001). 

From the point of view of this discussion, migration–development inter-
actions should be studied from the analytical and methodological angle of 
in equality, rather than poverty. By contrast to the existing definition of pov-
erty as a static condition, inequality in the proposed perspective is under-
stood as a dynamic-relational category (Morales-Gamboa 2004; Pérez-
Sáinz and Mora Salas 2007). The proliferation of studies on poverty has led 
to the adoption of a series of developmentalist and functionalist approaches, 
featuring very quantitative techniques (Gallardo and Osorio 1998). These 
are inadequate for measuring non-economic dimensions; yet, they still pre-
vail, despite efforts towards more openness for qualitative research method-
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ologies to improve the understanding of existing social interactions. Hence, 
many studies are still being reduced to the quantitative and developmental-

ist paradigm (Boltvinik 2003).

27.2.2	 Migration,	security	and	borders

The concept of security was also found to be of particular significance in the 
debate on migration in Central America and the Caribbean, mainly because 
it is associated both with migration and with a geopolitical approach beyond 
the migratory issue – a combination that translates into the reinforcement 
of border control within the study area. It therefore seems appropriate to 
suggest incorporating this topic in further research as well, with a focus on 
a critical analysis of how and where the concept of security is elaborated, 
as well as on the impacts of security on migrant households’ projects. The 
rationale for this recommendation is based on the following findings.

Important evidence is being explored by Albrecht Schnabel and his col-
leagues from the Central University of Venezuela in Caracas, who state 
that migrants, besides being affected by everlasting residential and labour 
insecurity, are often perceived as a threat by the inhabitants of recipient ter-
ritories. In this context, the methodology of multi-stakeholder workshops 
can help to open up new dimensions of security, giving locals the chance to 
consider migrants as a solution instead of as a problem (Schnabel et al 2006; 
Schnabel et al, in preparation).

The role of frontiers with regard to demarcation of national territories, the 
rise of new forms of social inequality, and the enforcement of mechanisms 
favouring or hindering people’s access to social and environmental resourc-
es became evident in research carried out by NCCR North-South research-
ers in border areas between the Dominican Republic and Haiti, and in border 
areas of Central America. In this respect, but also in the context of social 
reproduction strategies, border areas have become scenarios for the redefi-
nition of social practices (Cedano and Dilla 2005; Dilla 2006; Morales-
Gamboa and Pérez 2006; Poschet 2006). 

It is particularly important to re-examine the link between migration, bor-
ders and livelihoods (Thieme 2008), because “the boundaries of social fields 
do not necessarily overlap with those of nations. National social fields are 
those that stay within national boundaries, while transnational social fields 
connect actors, through direct and indirect relations, across borders” (Lev-
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itt and Nyberg-Sørensen 2004). In a research project recently initiated by 
Jorge Angulo (2008), the idea is explored that rural populations in the Mexi-
can and Guatemalan border areas have redeveloped their own social prac-
tices and strategies and become a regional society. This has enabled them to 
overcome distress caused by different natural events as well as the negative 
effects of economic globalisation – defined as the opening and deregulation 
of global markets.

A study by Haroldo Dilla (2006) is another important contribution to the 
debate on migration and borders: it examines urban borderland intermedia-
tion in the Dominican Republic. This study provides a significant analysis 
of the spatial, political and economic features of a border that went through a 
transition from a closed border (with Haiti) to one with increasing economic 
exchanges and interdependence between formal and informal economic 
activities. This opening was driven by market and commercial interests and 
therefore took place in a fragmented manner. 

The research illustrates that in spatial terms the opening of the border 
between the two nations was accompanied by a profound regional restruc-
turing, with the emergence of ‘transborder corridors’ consisting of urban 
networks with multiple inequities between subjects. Furthermore, the study 
describes how – even though the geopolitical borderline retained a major 
significance – major social and territorial transformations occurred that 
were governed by progressive formal and informal permeability of the bor-
der. This created a multiplicity of boundaries that both separate and unify the 
populations on the two sides of the border.

In addition to these findings, Lena Poschet (2006) provides significant 
evidence for how recent economic, political and societal transformation – 
brought about with the opening of borders between Haiti and the Domini-
can Republic – shapes the spatial and social development of the borderland 
towns of Ouanaminthe in Haiti and Dajabón in the Dominican Republic. 
In particular, the study explores the fact that the transformations resulting 
from the opening of borders have not helped to diminish existing inequali-
ties between these neighbouring cities, nor have they strengthened social 
ties, despite existing functional economic interaction.

Consequently, this research illustrates how both towns on the border, Oua-
naminthe and Dajabón, have developed particular forms of dependency. 
Whilst for a considerable number of Haitians it is important to cross over into 
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the Dominican city in search of better living conditions in terms of income, 
health care and education, for most of the residents of Dajabón consulted 
during the research, crossing the Masacre River into Haiti is not essential. The 
fact that most of these Dominicans have never been to Ouanaminthe must also 
be emphasised, along with a widespread fear about going there based on the 
belief that conditions in Ouanaminthe are unsafe and precarious.

Poschet also observed a process of internal segregation marked by inter-
nal characteristics of both populations, where functional connections were 
unavoidably governed by the progressive permeability of the border. Fur-
thermore, the author points out that although bilateral trade represents a 
key source of revenue for Haiti and the Dominican Republic, findings show 
that for Haiti, in terms of Haitian migration flows, the Dominican Republic 
has considerable importance as a destination for the export of labour force. 
In this regard, Dajabón’s bi-national market constitutes a crucial source of 
earnings for both border towns. In summary, this study demonstrates that 
analysis of borderland intermediation is relevant in studying the multifac-
eted interactions taking place in borderland spaces. 

A study by Susana Martínez (2006) focuses specifically on the gender 
aspects of international migration: the author examined the labour situation 
of Guatemalan women doing domestic work in Tapachula in the Mexican 
province of Chiapas. Her current work explores the problems and percep-
tions of emigrant women from rural areas working in the domestic serv-
ices sector in the borderland region between Mexico and Guatemala. The 
study examines the role of international migration from the gender perspec-
tive and as part of the livelihood strategies of the households to which the 
migrant women belong and which they leave behind when they emigrate.

27.2.3	 Migration,	livelihoods	and	social	networks

The study of livelihoods and migration reveals a series of ruptures in tradi-
tional ways of interpreting social reality and social practices. One such rup-
ture involves another view of territorial order, which is referred to at vari-
ous levels in the transnationalisation of the social life reproduction ration-
ale: society, locality and family. With the increasing openness of national 
economies and economic interpenetration, social networks have become 
weighty and extended. Hence, survival strategies and people’s material and 
symbolic resources have also assumed a transnational linkage, resulting in 
the establishment of new scenarios of daily life and coexistence, but also of 
conflict (Morales-Gamboa 2007, 2008).
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A second rupture, closely related to the previous, occurs between the actor 
and the system as an expression of desocialisation (Touraine 1999). The 
establishment of the well-known transnational social field approach is a 
demonstration of both the duality and the vital ambiguity of such a rupture. 
This rupture is noted in a social relationship marked by a polar or multi-local 
reality between the actor’s place of origin and his or her place of residence, 
through which he or she travels under the effect of an osmotic experience, 
characterised by multiple or dual belongings (Benhabib 2005; Kaufmann 
2008). 

Concurrently, this osmotic experience relates to a third rupture, between 
‘social reproduction logics’ and ‘regulation mechanisms’. Despite the fact 
that migration plays a key role in maintaining the economic and socio-politi-
cal order within a region, it is part of a rupture of the normative order and the 
established forms of regulation of social life. Migration is also an example 
of the current limitations in migrant people’s exercise of rights and, there-
fore, citizenship. Migrants are prone to threats of rejection and control poli-
cies, as well as being a focus of xenophobia. In this sense, lack of access to 
justice, the rupture of social belonging patterns and the absence of political 
participation place migrant people at risk of losing their citizenship or of liv-
ing in precarious conditions of citizenship (Morales-Gamboa 2008).

Another issue articulated in the study of migration and social exclusion 
within the NCCR North-South research programme is the concept of citizen-

ship. Being poor and excluded puts migrants in a situation where they are 
not only not recognised as citizens, but where their human rights are also 
violated by the criminalisation of immigration. By contrast, a tolerant and 
inclusive civic culture would be more able to open its doors to new mem-
bers because it would not doubt its own moral principles and values (Soysal 
1994; Bosniak 2006).

27.2.4	 Challenges	for	migration	research	in	the	region

Consequently, while a number of statistical, evidence-based research 
projects in the Central American and Caribbean region exist and suggest 
a link between the characteristics of migration and poverty, such associa-
tions do not turn out to be the most adequate way of explaining the existing 
connection between migration and livelihoods. It seems more appropriate 
to explore the issue of the relationship between migration and livelihoods, 
considering the conditions of social structure and transnational features that 
generate a variety of forms of inequality and social exclusion.
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The concept of a ‘culture of poverty’ seems to have been evoked first by 
Oscar Lewis (1966), based on the idea that poor families and groups have a 
fairly simple system of values and that these people remain in poverty because 
of their adaptation to the burdens of poverty. However, understanding liveli-
hoods from the point of view of social structure instead of the ‘culture of pov-
erty’ concept provides further explanation of the scope of livelihoods in terms 
of generation of social reproduction strategies as a response to inequality and 
as a true resource for empowerment of the poor (Pedrazzini 2006).

The migration–livelihoods relationship, as examined in relation to the con-
ditions of social structure, makes it possible to link the study of migration to 
systems of social differentiation, taking account of gender variables, ethnic 
characteristics, and the places of origin of migrant people. In this respect, 
studies of men’s and women’s participation in migration processes and its 
effects on households and domestic life assume greater significance (Angulo 
2008).

Similarly, there are various considerations concerning a possible rationale 
for redesigning development policies to focus on the relationship between 
migration and development (Villafuerte Solís 2008). From the perspective of 
development, migration is considered a livelihood and transnational social 
practice – a matter that leads to reconfiguration of the nation-state space as 
an analytical category of social relationships. Therefore, a geo-economic 
and geopolitical view appears to be appropriate for characterising the phe-
nomena occurring in the Central American and Caribbean region.

Consequently, it is important to re-frame the study of migration from the 
perspective of livelihoods. Nevertheless, it is also necessary to place this 
relationship within the framework of the historical specificities in which 
migration occurs as a product of new reconfigurations of social life repro-
duction strategies at the transnational level, with the intention of overcom-
ing a strictly utilitarian and functionalist approach.

The following analytical scenarios allow us to embed the questions derived 
from further conceptualisation:

–  The expansion of free trade and the recent signing of the Central Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) create new pressures that will have 
effects on the growth of migration flows into the U.S. labour markets. 
Despite the fact that these migration flows represent a solution to the crisis, 
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at the same time they create new forms of economic and political depend-
ency. The region then falls into a trap where on the one hand it opens up 
its borders for free trade, generating processes of denationalisation of the 
economies and the disarticulation of local productive activities and, there-
fore, causing job losses. On the other hand, it implements border security 
measures to avoid population exodus to the United States.  

–  People are confronted with unemployment, abandonment of productive 
activities, and the risk of falling into extreme poverty, besides facing eco-
nomic globalisation, trade liberalisation, economic deregulation, and 
increasingly intense and recurrent natural disasters, arguably due to global 
climate change. In response, they implement strategies such as interna-
tional migration as a way to make use of social resources at various levels; 
they also implement family strategies, thereby boosting social networks 
and enhancing social capital (Angulo 2008).

–  Since the migration process is the focal point of ongoing research, it is nec-
essary to clarify that this issue involves territorial interdependence. Thus it 
becomes necessary to study households with regard to social environment, 
i.e. by implementing the notion of ‘social structure’, with the purpose of 
identifying the ‘social exclusion’ and ‘social integration’ dimensions of 
the current globalisation process and its effects on social life (Sojo and 
Pérez 2003).8 Hence the way to approach the issue could be through ‘fam-
ily units’, in order to observe their transformation and interaction with 
social structures.

As a result of these analytical scenarios, the following strategic research 
focus has been formulated by the NCCR North-South research team in the 
Caribbean and Central American region for Phase 3 of the NCCR North-
South programme: identification and innovative promotion of social prac-
tices and mitigation of the effects of global change, through an analysis of 
livelihoods, strategies for poverty alleviation, and phenomena derived from 
migration practices.

27.3	 Conclusions

Central American and Caribbean societies constitute a heterogeneous and 
fragmented region characterised by social polarisation and weak govern-
ance; where such conditions have stunted economic growth and caused con-
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flicts, there have been wars – civil wars as in Central America during the 
1980s – and continual political instability, as in Haiti. These developments 
have in turn generated heavy expulsion of populations, whether as refugees 
or as new international migration flows. This diaspora, far from resolving 
institutional and structural weaknesses in the countries of origin, has aggra-
vated social inequalities and added new forms of dependency, instability, 
conflict and insecurity. 

Although there is a common perspective suggesting a link between migra-
tion and poverty, an attempt to understand the relationship between migra-

tion and livelihoods from the standpoint of social structure and living condi-

tions instead of from the perspective of a culture of poverty, allows for a 
broader explanation of the scope of such relationships in the development of 
social life reproduction strategies, while envisaging migration as an answer 
to problems of inequality and as a resource for empowering the poor. By 
re-framing the study of migration from the perspective of livelihoods, it is 
both possible and necessary to adopt a historical approach in order to ana-
lyse the dynamics of migration as a product of the reconfiguration of social 
life reproduction strategies at transnational scales, and in order to overcome 
strictly utilitarian and functionalist visions of migration. 

In conclusion, the analytical relationship between migration, livelihoods and 
social practices allows for new steps to be taken in reflecting on the Central 
American and Caribbean region. If the results of previous phases of research 
are to be linked with ongoing research, it will be important to identify new 
thematic fields and scenarios of analysis related to the key problems in the 
region, under the theoretical and conceptual lens of the NCCR North-South.
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	 Abstract

Development in the Mexican, Central American and Caribbean region today 

is heavily influenced by economic globalisation, causing transformations of 

its societies. Legal reforms, the retreat of the state and free trade arrange-

ments strengthen the role of national and transnational actors but weaken 

local stakeholders. This has led to the exclusion of many local actors and 

has had negative impacts on the natural environment. The present article 

illustrates that social processes in the Central American region are highly 

differentiated, as they are influenced by a great number of different fac-

tors. Ongoing research seeks to analyse factors that delay or prevent solu-

tions from being implemented or from being sustainable. It also aims to 

understand concrete responses and processes of social change among local 

actors. The article is based on a synthesis of several research projects focus-

ing on governance, environmental problems and local responses, within a 

thematic framework developed by researchers participating in the Swiss 

National Centre of Competence in Research (NCCR) North-South, a research 

programme on mitigating syndromes of global change. The framework was 

designed to enable an integrated approach to environmental problems and 

their underlying causes, and an analysis of local actors’ responses regarding 

problems and solutions.  

Keywords: Governance; environmental problems; local responses; Mexico; 

Central America; the Caribbean.
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28.1	 Introduction

We live in a highly globalised world characterised by increasing interde-
pendence among nations. The term ‘globalised’ also refers to awareness of 
the world as a ‘whole’, redefining our thinking about many issues (Waters 
1996). In the economic sphere, globalisation has to do with production, 
distribution and consumption of goods and services; it also relates to trade 
agreements and capital accumulation. In the political sphere, national and 
world governance are at issue. Finally, in the socio-cultural sphere, new 
expressions and symbols have emerged, which are exchanged at global scale 
through new patterns of social life (ibid.). The impacts of globalisation are 
multidimensional and affect multiple social actors, whose actions may take 
place at different organisational levels. In summary, globalisation impacts 
both daily social life and the natural environment. 

The complexity of globalisation and its impacts represent a challenge to 
scientists seeking to promote sustainable development. Several academic 
institutions from Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean6 designed 
development-oriented research projects on sustainability issues within 
the framework of the Swiss National Centre of Competence in Research 
(NCCR) North-South programme (Hurni et al 2004). This article presents 
work conducted within the line of research on governance, environmen-
tal problems and local responses; after outlining the overall design of the 
research conducted and clarifying some theoretical concepts, it presents 
results, synthesising them in a discussion and drawing conclusions.

28.2	 Research	design	and	methodology

The projects in our line of research explore the changes brought about by 
globalisation in Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean, and focus on 
the responses of actors and institutions to these changes, as well as on gain-
ing a better understanding of governance processes related to environmental 
management, including the socio-cultural and health dimensions. Current-
ly, these issues are being investigated in three graduate theses and one post-
doctoral research project (Chamizo 2008; Guerrero 2008; Masson 2008; 
Salcido 2008). Although these projects apply different methodologies, they 
share an actor-oriented perspective, comparing views and strategies of dif-
ferent actors, such as farmers, politicians, scientists, and others. This article 
is the result of group discussions on results and theoretical concepts, held by 
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the authors during the period from October 2007 through 2008 and based on 
a draft paper that was circulated and modified by the participating authors, 
resulting in the current final version.

28.3	 Theoretical	concepts	and	empirical	evidence

Nature, resources, actors and governance processes are central concepts in 
this article. Nature (or the environment) is understood as ‘what is out there’, 
i.e. the world surrounding human beings. Indeed, many natural attributes 
surround us, such as trees, crops, animals, land, soil, forests, air, etc. Nature 
can thus be considered a biophysical entity that allows human beings (i.e. 
actors) to produce, harvest, gather, or hunt, as well as to smell, taste, touch, 
hear, or feel (natural resources) (Ingold 1996). In relation to this concept of 
nature, an understanding of ecological evolution plays a crucial role. Social, 
cultural, political and economic relationships also need to be included in 
this framework. They vary according to geographic location, infrastructure, 
season and activities performed. In other words, nature is produced and 
reproduced through both ecological evolution and a historical process of 
occupation and transformation of space by an entire society; it is therefore 
the result of a historical synthesis of nature–society exchanges (Botkin and 
Keller 2005; Gerritsen and Morales 2007).

Anthropogenic activities can cause environmental deterioration, for exam-
ple in the quality of air and water, through generation of solid waste and 
wastewater, as well as through soil erosion and contamination. The cur-
rent origin of many of these problems is linked to globalisation (Gerritsen 
and Morales 2007; Hostettler 2007). One of the negative consequences of 
globalisation that can be observed is unbalanced appropriation of nature, 
challenging governments to design sustainable management systems. This 
involves renewing nature–society relationships; in this respect, transdisci-
plinary approaches to natural resource management are promising (Hurni et 
al 2004). 

Local actors are of strategic importance in natural resource management 
since they have a vested interest in sustainable development. An actor’s 
strategy is guided by values as well as potentials and limitations arising from 
the context in which action is embedded (Long 2001). The local context is 
the socio-physical space in which action acquires specificity. It not only 
contains local resources but is also the space where social processes such as 
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globalisation (as a whole) manifest their influence (Gerritsen and Morales 
2007). Actors’ strategies are dynamic; they change as a result of local and 
external processes. Moreover, the local context is not the exclusive space of 
one actor; on the contrary, a great many social actors encounter one anoth-
er here. These encounters can be highly heterogeneous in nature and often 
include power struggles. Thus, the local context is an arena where actors 
negotiate values and worldviews (Leeuwis 2000). An actor’s ability to influ-
ence the local context depends on their degree of agency, i.e. their knowl-
edge of the (ecological, political and socio-economic) context and their abil-
ity to change it (Long 2001; Portner 2005; Bowen and Gerritsen 2007). 

Mega-projects are a current trend in Mexico, Central America and the 
Caribbean; their aim is to optimise natural resource management in unex-
ploited areas. They operate in highly strategic geopolitical spaces of great 
biological and cultural wealth. Efforts to strengthen these projects in pub-
lic policies have been intensified during the past decade, as exemplified 
by the Plan Puebla Panamá (PPP), the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment (NAFTA), and the United States, Central American and Dominican 
Republic Free Trade Agreement (RD-CAFTA), all of which are specific to 
the region. These policies are characterised by a contradiction: on the one 
hand, they pave the way for the construction of dams, bridges, highways, 
harbours and other infrastructure, and also allow for the introduction of 
agro-industrial production systems or mass tourism projects. On the other 
hand, they focus on intensified conservation and the creation of protected 
natural areas. They are also accompanied by new discourses that focus on 
nature protection and renewed attention to indigenous cultures. Consequent-
ly, new types of projects are emerging, such as eco- and ethno-touristic devel-
opment projects (UNEP 2000; Escárzaga and Gutiérrez 2005; Masson 2008). 
Conflicting interests among local, national and transnational actors generate 
contradictions among different types of projects. For example, transnation-
al companies are exploiting protected areas for tourism, genetics, aquifers, 
mining, timber, and oil (Fundación PROLANSATE 2005; Viehweider 2007). 

Within this context, sustainable development can turn out to be paradoxical. 
Projects and policies not based on indigenous rights and participation fos-
ter renewed expressions of racism and colonialism, and concretely threaten 
indigenous culture and territory (Minh-ha 1989; Restrepo 2004; Stavenha-
gen 2005; Masson 2006). Despite the recent approval of the Universal Dec-
laration of Indigenous Rights by the United Nations, there are numerous 
violations against indigenous communities and organisations.
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Governmental institutions play an important role in achieving sustainability. 
Often, however, problems in the local context are related to a lack of polit-
ical will, insufficient promotion and low public awareness, poor policies 
at all levels, weak institutional frameworks, inappropriate and poorly uti-
lised resources, and the absence of consideration of consumer preferences 
(Eawag/Sandec 2006; André de la Porte 2007).

Public policies can be understood as an interrelated set of decisions focusing 
on a specific area of social conflict or tension. Decisions are taken within 
a public institutional framework, which grants them enforcement capacity 
(Vallés 2002). Nevertheless, decisions should be adapted to the particulari-
ties of each locality. Thus conciliation among differing interests is impor-
tant. Until now, many policies have been implemented in a top-down man-
ner; this approach is based on the hierarchical primacy of (formal) authority 
with an autocratic management style and discontinuity between political 
administrative universes. In this model, hierarchical control is supposed to 
be sufficient to assure the desired effects (Meny and Thoenig 1992; Gerrit-
sen and Morales 2007). However, collective actions developed in this way 
may fail to address the specific needs of certain actors, especially when rep-
resentation is not – or only partially – recognised by political elites or (public 
or private) service providers. Such situations frequently lead to repressive 
action and human rights violations. Women’s rights are especially vulner-
able to such policies, which reinforce pre-existing gender differences (Mas-
son 2008). 

Current trends in Latin America, in general, and in the region under dis-
cussion, in particular, are geared towards privatisation of public services, 
assuming a progressive change in the role of the state regarding stewardship 
and regulation. However, the state often lacks capacity, and institutional 
design frequently does not favour market regulation (Chamizo 2008). Fur-
thermore, the development of efficiency-oriented managerial models has 
displaced issues such as equity, sustainability, and resource access (UNEP 
2000). Consequently, proposals for the democratisation of public manage-
ment, which imply the development of citizenship in favour of equality and 
take account of the development of liberal democracies based on the par-
ticipation of civil society, have become important. Such democratisation of 
public management has been carried out based on the design, implemen-
tation and development of the concept of governance (Chamizo 2008). In 
the present article we understand governance as the process of interaction 
between different actors for political decision-making within both formal 
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and informal institutional frameworks. Governance refers to government 
action that directs or guides interaction between actors towards solving con-
flicts and fulfilling needs (Kersbergen and Waarden 2001; Prats 2003).

From the perspective of governance, appropriate policy application relates 
to the formulation of objectives in such a manner that they can gradually be 
adapted to specific local conditions and thus are more easily linked to spe-
cific actor perspectives. Such adaptation not only depends on policy imple-
menters but also on the context, the actors, and the particular social relation-
ships constructed in the course of interaction (Vallés 2002). An institutional 
approach to actor coordination, including the participation of society at 
large, is required to find integral solutions to environmental problems that 
also allow for (active) inclusion of local actors’ interests and perspectives.

28.4	 Environmental	costs	and	social	problems

In Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean, the environmental costs of 
globalisation are high and will further increase unless the issues of social prob-
lems, economic stability and urban growth are resolved (Barrera et al 2004; 
André de la Porte 2007; Gerritsen and Morales 2007; Hostettler 2007). The 
main environmental problems that affect populations in terms of food secu-
rity and cultural sovereignty are: water pollution and depletion and conflicts 
deriving from water use and management; excessive exploitation of land and 
marine resources; loss of biodiversity and habitat degradation; overgrazing; 
erosion of soil and loss of nutrients; deforestation; atmospheric pollution; con-
tamination from heavy metals, pharmaceutical and industrial products; and 
lack of urban solid waste management (UNEP 2000; Schwentesius et al 2003; 
Barrera et al 2004). Related to this, land privatisation and mega-project devel-
opment in many countries influence access to resources and self-sufficiency 
among local actors. In Mexico, a clear example of this is the 1992 agrarian 
reform and the subsequent weakening of rural community structures, which 
facilitated land sale and purchase. In Guatemala, similar processes are occur-
ring within the framework of the latest agrarian reform (Janvry et al 1997). 

Economic globalisation also affects agricultural production through the 
transformation of traditional diversified farming systems into mono-cul-
tures (Portner 2005; Gerritsen and Morales 2007; Hostettler 2007). For 
instance, in the Garifuna zone of the northern coast of Honduras, indigenous 
communities find that single-crop farming and tourism projects limit their 
ability to continue fishing or growing cassava and rice. Their access to both the 
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sea and the land is reduced, if not altogether made impossible, which in turn 
increases migratory flows (Masson 2008). Moreover, remittances are emerg-
ing as a major source of survival and are reinforcing further monetarisation of 
farming communities (Portner 2005; Hostettler 2007; Viehweider 2007).

An important cultural impact of globalisation is related to changes in local 
actors’ worldviews regarding nature, which is being valued more in eco-
nomic or instrumental terms, thus affecting ancestral visions and imagery 
(Tuhiwai Smith 1999). This impact has complex consequences, especially 
when it leads to a process of identity recovery by means of tourism projects, 
for example, as in the case of the Lenca Route in Honduras, where it gener-
ated intra-community divisions (Masson 2008). 

Gender issues in Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean are related to 
environmental problems. Reduced access to land is reinforced by gender 
discrimination that attributes land ownership mostly to men. Land privatisa-
tion represents a drawback for women’s access to land (Arizpe 1989; Masson 
2006). Current trends also reinforce gender differences with respect to food 
security and sovereignty: women are the ones who accept work overloads 
to provide family security, although they are first to suffer from food scar-
city and its associated health problems. When new management schemes are 
developed for resolving environmental problems – for example, water con-
tamination, reduced water availability or firewood scarcity – households are 
directly affected, particularly those managed by women. Women’s health can 
be affected by pollution, but also by work overloads (Masson 2008). 

Globalisation also has sanitary repercussions in Mexico, Central America 
and the Caribbean. In Costa Rica, almost 70% of the population have septic 
tanks, which is an appropriate solution when population densities are low; 
however, population density has increased, demanding new public regu-
lations and policies. Despite this development, the regulatory framework 
established by the state has not changed, and continues to promote technolo-
gies that are inappropriate under the new conditions. Inadequate use of tech-
nology and lack of flexibility in public policies, also in terms of financial 
resources for infrastructure maintenance, have caused increased exposure 
to contamination and susceptibility to disease. It is usually women and chil-
dren who are the most vulnerable, since they spend most of their time within 
their communities (Portner 2005) and come into contact with the environ-
ment more directly (e.g. when washing clothes or playing in contaminated 
water). Moreover, these groups generally have more limited access to health 
services (WSSCC 2006).
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28.5	 Responses	from	local	actors	and	institutions

Globalisation has strengthened processes of migration by farmers and rural 
labourers to the cities in search of work, services and wealth (Portner 2005; 
Hostettler 2007). However, migrants in Mexico, Central America and the 
Caribbean often arrive at their destination with no skills, no contacts and 
nowhere to live. As a consequence, they are forced to build their own shel-
ters in the most marginalised areas of the cities: ravines, dumps, and the peri-
urban fringes that no one else will occupy (Torres 2008). Without water or 
sanitation services, access to transportation, or legal access to services, the 
residents of these informal settlements (slums) live in dangerous, unhealthy, 
contaminated surroundings. The lack of political interest in these areas or 
of political will to change the situation manifests itself in appalling con-
ditions: standing, undrained water favours the proliferation of malaria and 
dengue, open defecation causes a near-constant epidemic of diarrhoea and 
skin disease, women are routinely assaulted at night when seeking a place to 
relieve themselves, and ‘merchants’ of clean water charge up to 6800% of 
what someone connected to the city network would pay (Davis 2006). 

However, these problems have not gone unnoticed, and there are options 
for solutions; in fact, there are many. Where there is no access to a well or 
an aqueduct, rainwater can be collected to meet domestic needs and, in cer-
tain cases, to serve as a source of drinking water, thus reducing the need to 
purchase water or carry it over long distances (Gould and Nissen-Petersen 
1999). Light or energy for cooking can be generated using bio-digesters that 
simultaneously collect and sterilise faecal material, thereby improving the 
health and well-being of both the owner (the family) and the community as 
a whole (FAO 1996; Rose 1999). In this respect, it is important to note that 
the problems of improving environmental sanitation (i.e. sanitation, solid 
waste, drainage, and water) are not technical, but institutional, legal and 
psychological. They are not technical, because cost-effective, appropriate 
technologies exist for almost every situation; the problem is more often the 
reluctance of city engineers and planners to venture the unknown. Further-
more, the design of codes and laws in Mexico and most Central American 
and Caribbean countries is inspired by earlier colonial legislation; in many 
cases alternative technologies are not only considered unsavoury, but are 
downright illegal (Chamizo 2008). In Costa Rica, for example, only septic 
tanks and sewer systems designed according to strict regulations are legal: 
an enormous and unnecessary barrier to making any progress towards sus-
tainable sanitation for vulnerable populations. Management of alternative 
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solutions and overcoming the taboos associated with ‘shit’ are harder still; 
nevertheless, confronted with the choice between dying in filth or taking 
action, communities have stopped waiting for long-promised sewers and 
have started to act. One approach is that of Household-Centred Environ-
mental Sanitation (Eawag/Sandec 2006), which can take place in private 
and public spaces, and with or without governmental or non-governmental 
support. However, self-management solutions are based on the assumption 
that local interest organisations and appropriate tools exist. Failures of self-
management projects are often related to contexts of oppression, insecurity 
and weak local organisation, all of which are symptoms that drove people to 
these places in the first place (Smith and Marin 2004).

The current situation is a waiting game played out between governments that 
have no interest in or resources for financing services for ‘slums’, on the one 
hand, and the residents who endure increasingly dismal living conditions, on 
the other. Only rapid dissemination of knowledge (and not improved tech-
nologies!), social marketing leading to problem awareness (hygiene promo-
tion) and the rewriting of archaic codes and laws will free the roughly 30% 
(Schteingart 1989) of Latin American city dwellers from the unserviced 
environmental peril in which they live (Torres 2008).

It should be noted that despite the far-reaching impact of globalisation in 
Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean, a growing number of local 
actors are seeking alternative strategies to halt its negative effects (Toledo 
2000; Gerritsen and Morales 2007). In rural areas, strategies seek to reinforce 
diversification, family employment and local resource use. These strategies 
arise not only in agricultural production, but also in the social, economic, 
technical and political fields (Toledo 2000; Portner 2005; Gerritsen and 
Morales 2007). Additionally, experience with these strategies demonstrates 
that it is possible to construct endogenous development models (Gerritsen 
and Morales 2007) which may serve as a platform for the design of new pub-
lic policies that respond efficiently to the social, economic and environmen-
tal problems and necessities of each region (André de la Porte 2007; Hostet-
tler 2007). Often, the design and implementation of these new development 
models, based on local actors’ agency, productive autonomy and the creation 
of new rural–urban linkages, is an outcome of collective action of political 
organisations and social movements (Gerritsen and Morales 2007).

In Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean, many social movements are 
facing the local effects of globalisation and actively seeking to transform 
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their local realities through sustainable alternatives, including public poli-
cies and institutions. Regarding natural resources, their orientation is direct-
ed towards defending their ecological, food and cultural sovereignty on their 
territory. Their struggles have also generated new socio-cultural demands 
that focus on self-determination (Diaz-Polanco 1999; Escárzaga and Gutiér-
rez 2005). Moreover, they address the issue of sustainability by resisting 
land and resource privatisation and by proposing (and enforcing) other types 
of management and a different type of society–nature relationship (Gerrit-
sen and Morales 2007). 

28.6			Discussion	and	conclusion

In this article, we described research concerned with governance, environ-
mental problems and local responses in Mexico, Central America and the 
Caribbean. We also presented the most important regional issues. Social 
processes in Mexico and the various Central American and Caribbean coun-
tries are highly differentiated and are influenced by a great many factors. 
Ongoing research is analysing these factors from the perspective of sustain-
able development. 

The search for a (new) democratic governance model is a key issue, imply-
ing actor participation in supporting institutional frameworks that permit 
increased local decision-making (André de la Porte 2007). Conflict reso-
lution as part of these democratic governance processes demands interac-
tion between multiple actors in order to guarantee human rights and fulfil-
ment of basic needs. Currently, both issues are pressing within the region, 
and special attention must be paid to gender issues. Making gender-related 
problems, activities and roles in sustainable development and democratic 
governance processes visible is the first step towards achieving equitable 
transformations and consequently equitable societies (Yuval-Davis 1997; 
Pateman 2000; Kabeer 2005). 

In summary, governance research should necessarily include the search for 
sustainable development schemes that are constructed above all at the local 
level, thus allowing for a more democratic society to develop in a healthy 
environment. The acceptance of such representative democracy depends 
on the participation of, and on trust between, the actors involved. In this 
respect, Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean are still barren ground.
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