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Introduction
The NAFTA, North American Free Trade Agreement, is a regional pact involving the USA, Canada and Mexico. Its
name varies  according to  the different  member states  of  the region:  NAFTA is  the name used in  the USA,
changing in Mexico into TLCAN (Tratado de Libre Comercio de América del Norte) and, in the French part of
Canada, into ALÉNA (Accord de libre-échange nord-américain).

The NAFTA is a socio-economic pact involving those three nations. The first characteristics introduced into the
preamble of the pact are mostly economics-related: the cooperation over the expansion of the world trades and
the establishment of clear and definite rules, the creation of new trades and the avoidance of distortions of it,
the preservation of a public welfare, the promotion of a secure development and so on and so forth.1

Through a deeper analysis, we found how this treaty is not only the promotion of economic and social rules to a
better cooperation between these states. As a matter of fact, focusing only on the articles of the agreement, we
wouldn’t have understood the importance that this agreement played into the American scheme of migration. 
Our scope is, therefore, to analyze how this treaty impacted the migration flows and policies of the region of
North  America  and how the migration,  into those states,  changed and still  are  changing depending on the
policies promoted by the NAFTA group.

Firstly,  this  paper will  underline how this  agreement was conceived when it  was stipulated, considering the
primitive idea of NAFTA – to create a tool to put pressure on Europe and East Asia and force them to afford trade
concessions – its  background and previous experiments –  the latter  CUFSTA (a treaty  established between
Canada and USA with each country would avoid trade barriers for goods and services with the other one). The
first  chapter  will  also address the interests  that  each state  had to  join  this  agreement  and the consequent
benefits – as the exchange of products, raw materials, transport of oil,  the expansion of the market and the
development  of  new  trades.  Then  forthwith,  the  paper  introduces  how  these  aspects  implied  also  the
emergence of new problems for each state such as, for instance, the moving production from the USA to Mexico
and the consequent loss of jobs and increasing level of unemployment in Canada and the USA. Eventually, while
the first idea was to create a new and smarter series of trades, joining the NAFTA signified for Canada and
Mexico to be more dependent from the US economy.

Secondly, the paper will focus on the influence of NAFTA on the migration flows and on the policies of migration
between the three states that are involved. Here we did observations over the flows of migrants before and after
the stipulation of the treaty analyzing from which states came and still move the amount of migrants per each
year.

Thirdly, the paper addresses the migration policies among the NAFTA group and the differences between each
country, going deeper how each state decided to tackle the migration issue.  Here we summarize how three
fundamental  acts  –  the  Mexican  Ley  de  Migración,  the  American  Immigration and Nationality  Act and  the
Canadian Immigration and Refugee Protection Act – established the disciplinary actions of the migration policies.
The chapter ends briefly discussing the illegal flow of migrants in the three states and how the issue has and is
being addressed.

Finally, we try to put a conclusion to our analysis, observing also if it is possible to develop a personal theory of
which could be the perspectives of the treaty over the society, the economic and much more, over the flow of
migrants of Mexico, Canada and USA.

To develop our search, we used mainly internet sources, articles from books and journals available online, due to
the difficulty to find any material into Italian newspapers, journals or books. The website JSTOR helped us to
begin the researches, nevertheless our main sources still are the websites of Institutions such as the NAFTA, the
OECD, the UN, the Mexican, the Canadian and the American Governments. Useful to this paper were also the

1   NAFTA, Preamble
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researches  developed  by  think  tanks  such  as  the  Migration  Policy  Institute  and  the  Peterson  Institute  for
International Economics.

1. The NAFTA and its impact

1.1. Background and main characteristic of NAFTA
Since the 1947 Abbott plan, which, among many goals, was also an attempt to stimulate US investments in the
leading sectors  of  the Canadian economy, the USA have always shown a clear  interest  in influencing North
America. 

In 1959, the United States and Canada signed an agreement on joint military production, which was the first step
towards the implementation of US standards in the Canadian production of military equipment. In 1965, the
agreement about liberalization of trade in automotive products was reached, contributing on the integration of
many other industries, and it was an important step. The idea of a trade and political association between the
three North American countries – Canada, the USA and Mexico -  began to be discussed in the 70s2. Initially, it
should have been a union of energy, which was supported by the presidents of all the three countries.

In 1985, negotiations between the USA and Canada began and, on January 1988, the Canada-US Free Trade
Agreement (CUSFTA) was signed. Consequently, a free trade agreement with Mexico started being negotiated,
leading to the creation of the NAFTA. 

The NAFTA entered into force on January 1, 1994. It is a comprehensive trade agreement that sets the rules of
trade and investment between Canada, the United States, and Mexico. The main objectives of NAFTA are: the
removal  of  trade barriers;  the facilitation of  free movement  between countries  for  goods  and services;  the
increase in investment opportunities within the NAFTA group; the effective protection of intellectual property
rights  in  each  country;  the  settlement  of  commercial  disputes;  the  creation  of  the  future  prospects  for
multilateral regional cooperation. 

NAFTA structure includes a Free Trade Commission and a Coordinating Secretariat. The Commission oversees the
implementation and the further development of the Agreement and helps to resolve various disputes. It consists
of ministerial level representatives for all the participating countries. The Coordinating Secretariat, which serves
as the official work administrator and acts as secretariat for the work of the Commission. 

Despite NAFTA is focused mainly on trade liberalization,  thanks to other agreements, the NAFTA framework
covers different economic-related issues. There are, in particular, agreements on environmental (NAAEC - North
American  Agreement  on  Ecological  Cooperation)  and  labor  (NAALC  -  North  American  Agreement  on  Labor
Cooperation) policies. Noteworthy is the permission, according to chapter 16 of the agreement, to the temporary
cross-border movement of business travelers within the NAFTA region3.  

The process of transition to free trade is still ongoing. It took about 14 years to the elimination of duties in trade,
completing this process the 1st of January 20084. 

This integration process is happening mainly because of bottom-up pressures: from the desire to cooperate on
the  micro-level  between  American  and  Canadian  corporations  to  the  macro-level  of  cooperation  finally
promoted  by  the  governments.  Conversely,  in  a  similar  case,  the  EU  implemented  integration  policies
downwards, from governments and state bodies to citizens. 

As said, the elimination barriers to trade and investment between the participants of the  agreement is the main
purpose of NAFTA5. Other important goals are creating and maintaining the conditions for fair competition in the

2 Frequently asked questions, NAFTANOW.org  <http://www.naftanow.org/faq_en.asp%23faq-2> accessed on 
Wednesday 13th  April, 2016
3 Ibidem
4 Ibidem

http://www.naftanow.org/faq_en.asp%23faq-2
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free trade zone and single continental market; the development of effective mechanisms for the implementation
and use of the agreement, the joint dispute resolution and their management.

Since the agreement implementation, North American trade and investment levels have increased. Especially,
this was reflected in the growth of job creation,  better prices and selection in consumer goods.  Also North
American  businesses  and  all  the  participants  of  economic  relations  have  all  benefited.  This  agreement
contributed to economic growth and helped to raise the standard of living for the people of all three member
countries,  covering  the  North  American  economy  with  a  combined  output  of  US  $  17  trillion6.  Particularly
between the United States and Canada, the NAFTA promoted the integration of the regional energy market,
which somewhat mitigated US reliance on imports from sources across the Atlantic, while encouraging greater
energy independence within the region. Due to the deterioration of  trade between carbon constrained economy
of the United States and Canada, Mexico’s environmental goods stand to gain profit from expansion of trade in
North America and abroad7. Today, the share of NAFTA countries in the foreign trade of each other has not
changed much in spite of the substantial increase in mutual trade turnover.

The positive assessment of prospective for the NAFTA development considers the agreement as the basis for a
broader integration of the entire Western Hemisphere.  NAFTA conditions provide an opportunity to join the
organization for new states. In particular, NAFTA does not set any geographical restrictions. In political terms, it is
also expected to create, in the long-term, a community of democracies in the Western Hemisphere as a sort of
confederation of the American countries with porous borders and a unified economy.

1.2. The interests of the United States and the benefits from the NAFTA
The United States are primarily interested in expanding the access of US products in foreign markets, especially
in the fields of high technologies and services. For the US, the NAFTA is intended to provide an increment not
only economic, but also their geopolitical power. It is a part of the US strategic policy aimed at achieving the
broad objectives: the free movement of American goods and services, free access for US investment, protection
of  intellectual  property  rights,  competitive  growth,  the  use  of  new  regional  comparative  advantages  by
combining high US technology and investment with abundant cheap Mexican labor and cheap natural resources
from both the neighbor countries. 

Consequently,  the United States  benefited from NAFTA thanks  to  new markets,  cheap labor,  raw materials,
reduced costs of production without compromising quality. As a result of NAFTA agreement, the number of
American jobs by the increase of exports to Mexico. Moreover, Mexican oil wells provide the USA supply of oil
with  low transport  costs.  US  companies  have  a  much greater  opportunity  of  access  to  the  markets  of  the
neighboring countries8. The vast majority of industries have been gradually reduced to a minimum the barriers
against foreign manufacturers from NAFTA partner countries, making possible to buy from them many goods way
cheaper than in the USA. Reducing the level of  production costs and improve the competitiveness of  some
sectors  are  very  important  for  the  American  industry.  This  happens  by  transferring  labor-intensive,
environmentally costly production from the US to Mexico.

1.3. How Canada benefited from the NAFTA
Canada actively supports the expansion of the free trade zone, considering Chile, Colombia and Argentina as
priority candidates. Objectively Canada is a more powerful member of NAFTA than Mexico, obviously weaker

5 About NAFTA, NAFTANOW.org, <http://www.naftanow.org/about/default_en.asp>, accessed on Monday 18th April, 
2016
6 Ibidem
7 Jeffrey J. Schott and Meera Fickling, “Revisiting the NAFTA Agenda on Climate Change”, in Policy Brief, n. 10-19, 
Peterson Institute for International Economics, 2010, p. 2     
<https://piie.com/publications/policy-briefs/revisiting-nafta-agenda-climate-change> accessed on Friday 20th 
Wednesday, 2016
8 Gary Clyde Hufbauer, Cathleen Cimino-Isaacs and Tyler Moran, “NAFTA at 20: Misleading Charges and Positive 
Achievements”, in Policy Briefs, n. 14-13, Peterson Institute for International Economics, 2014, p. 12
<https://piie.com/publications/policy-briefs/nafta-20-misleading-charges-and-positive-achievements> accessed on 
Friday 22nd, 2016

https://piie.com/publications/policy-briefs/nafta-20-misleading-charges-and-positive-achievements
https://piie.com/publications/policy-briefs/revisiting-nafta-agenda-climate-change
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than the United States. The Canadian attitude towards expansion can be explained by its need to form an inside-
NAFTA coalition to block US policies: In the early 1990s, Canada depended on Mexico's support to oppose the
United States protectionist actions. In turn, Mexico received Canadian support in front of the IMF and the World
Bank, in 1995, when there was a need for urgent intervention to save the Mexican peso9.

Canada has its own interests and benefits from cooperation and participation in NAFTA. Opportunities were seen
in the profit increase of high-tech industries, due to the sale of know-how, in the improvement of profitability in
general  and in the market expansion.  Especially,  this is  related to the production of  measuring instruments,
computers, and communications equipment. Nowadays it is observed the trend of raising Canadian exports in
the whole NAFTA region. Two of the biggest benefits are an increasing flow of direct and portfolio investments,
mainly  from the EU and Japan,  and a significant increase in investment to  areas such as financial  services,
transport  and automotive equipment,  chemical  industry,  energy,  communications,  media  and food industry.
Canada  is  also  benefiting  from  NAFTA  due  to  investments  in  Mexico,  mainly  in  the  mining,  banking  and
telecommunications sectors. 

1.4. Mexico's benefits and consequences for joining the NAFTA
One of  the  positive  effects  of  Mexico's  entry  into  NAFTA is  a  stable  growth  of  exports  to  the  US  market.
Moreover, Mexico benefited from a high rate of investments growth. The desire for economic integration with
the United States was the impetus of neo-liberal reforms undertaken by the Mexican government, a failure of the
import substitution strategy. Particularly relevant to Mexico, NAFTA was a positive solution to the issue of foreign
debt: The Mexican government has made large loans from the US for the implementation of agreements on free
trade. This debt was paid off thanks to foreign direct investments that many foreign companies did, in order to
transfer their activities to Mexico, aiming at penetrating the US and Canadian markets. 

There are many different opinions about Mexico's participation in NAFTA. For example, critics of NAFTA suggest
that  benefits  would  have  been enjoyed almost  exclusively  by  the  elite,  but  not  by  workers.  Moreover,  the
attractiveness of Mexico for foreign entrepreneurs can be associated largely with low living standards as well as
low-wage and low environmental standards and therefore, the US do not show a strong interest in improving
these standards. Another point of view is that participation in NAFTA started, in Mexico, a process of trade
liberalization and economic restructuring10, making Mexico highly dependent on the US economy.

There are obvious advantages of Mexico's participation in NAFTA. First of all, a possible acceleration in the pace
and in the quality of the economic growth. Secondly, the introduction of a system of measures to liberalize the
financial  sector.  Thirdly,  the  improvement  of  the  exportations  and  their  structure.  The  main  benefits  from
participation in  NAFTA for  Mexico  are  the  access  to  the  US  market,  a  large  flow  of  foreign  investment  to
restructure its economy, integration into the world economy and new workplaces.

1.5. The main problems and prospects of the development of NAFTA
The implementation of the NAFTA caused also the emergence of different problems.

The first main problem is the unemployment in the US, due to the fact that many American and multinational
companies began to move production to Mexico. The influx of cheap labor from Mexico to the North American
labor market had a negative impact  on the growth of  wages in the United States and Canada.  Especially  in
Canada, high-paying jobs starting disappearing with increasing volumes of imports from less-developed industrial
countries,  one  of  which  is  Mexico.  In  addition,  the flow of  immigrants  from Mexico  reached peaks  of  300
thousand people a year11. Free trade is considered the cause of the growing inequality between the Canadian

9 Hufbauer, Cimino-Isaacs and Moran, “NAFTA at 20: Misleading Charges and Positive Achievements”, in Policy Briefs, 
n. 14-13, Peterson Institute for International Economics, 2014, p. 5     <https://piie.com/publications/policy-
briefs/nafta-20-misleading-charges-and-positive-achievements> accessed on Friday 22nd, 2016
10Ibid., p. 3
11Adam S. Posen, Gary Clyde Hufbauer, Cathleen Cimino-Isaacs, Tyler Moran, Lindsay Oldenski, Barbara Kotschwar and
Jeffrey J. Schott, “NAFTA 20 years later”, in PIIE Briefings, n. 14-3,  Peterson Institute for International Economics, 2014, 
p. 15                                                                                              <http://www.iie.com/publications/interstitial.cfm?
ResearchID=2703>, accessed on Monday 25th, 2016

http://www.iie.com/publications/interstitial.cfm?ResearchID=2703
http://www.iie.com/publications/interstitial.cfm?ResearchID=2703
https://piie.com/publications/policy-briefs/nafta-20-misleading-charges-and-positive-achievements
https://piie.com/publications/policy-briefs/nafta-20-misleading-charges-and-positive-achievements
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and the Mexican economies with the US one, as well as the reason for the reduction of social support programs
in these countries. Moreover, the NAFTA, and the free trade in general, is blamed for the ongoing shift of the tax
burden  from  corporations  to  citizens,  the  high  unemployment,  the  further  impoverishment  of  the  poorest
provinces and states. 

Due to the high dependence on the US market, the Canadian and the Mexican economies are growing more
vulnerable to global crisis. 

Mexico bears a heavier burden than the United States and Canada, since it started with a weaker economic
position,  also  considering  the  absence  of  a  compensatory  financing  mechanism,  which  can  be  considered
present, instead, in the EU (EG: Cohesion and Regional Funds). The US and Canadian multinationals penetrating
into Mexico are destroying the domestic SMEs. In fact, under NAFTA, about 28,000 Mexican small businesses did
not survive the competition from large foreign companies12. Nowadays in Mexico there are on the brink of ruin
around 200 thousand farmers. Significantly, the negative effect of NAFTA was also an increase in the level of
pollution in the border regions of Mexico with the United States. From 1750 American companies, which conduct
business in Mexico, only a few observe the Mexican legislation in the field of environmental protection.

From the financial side, soon after Mexico's entry into NAFTA, a severe currency crisis occurred in the country.
Washington used its full weight in the IMF, in order to help Mexico, which was saved thanks to a loan three times
greater  than what  the IMF usually  grants.  In  general,  the United States  showed willingness  to  stabilize  the
financial and economic situation of its southern neighbor, even if for obvious egoistic reasons.

Supporters of NAFTA underline a significant increase in the total turnover of trade in all  three countries, the
relevant increase of American direct investments in Canada and Mexico and the export of services, in particular
the financial  ones, from the United States. Supporters also affirmed that this agreement would have helped
decreasing the levels of illegal immigration13, but such affirmation can be easily argued by a reality check.  

12Ibid., p. 25
13Ibid., p. 20
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2. Migration flows within the NAFTA group
The NAFTA region is  a  place where immigration dominates.  Almost 13% of  the population of  this  region is
foreign-born. Every year, hundreds of thousands of migrants arrive to Canada and the USA. The US is by far the
main  destination  country  for  emigrants  at  the  global  level,  with  46.6  million  foreign-born  persons  (2015),
representing 14.5% of the whole population, with a flow of immigrants of more than 2 million per year. Canada,
on the other hand, has a flow of immigrants counting for nearly 800 thousand persons per year (on the basis of
permanent residence permits issued) and is one of the countries with the largest foreign-born population in
percentage (almost 22% of its total population in 2015). Canada is the third place after the US and Spain, as one
of the major host countries for Latin American and Caribbean emigrants.

Table 2.1. Migrant stock in NAFTA countries14

# Country International migrant stock at mid-year
1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

1 Canada 4 333 318 4 864 778 5 511 914 6 078 985 7 011 226 7 835 502
2 Mexico 695 674 458 549 538 051 712 487 969 538 1 193 155
3 USA 23 251 026 28 451 053 34 814 053 39 258 293 44 183 643 46 627 102

Picture 2.1. Dynamics of migrant stock in NAFTA countries 1990-201515
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According  to  the table  2.1.  and  as  we can  see from the picture  2.1.,  there  is  a  growing  trend in  flows  of
immigrants coming to the NAFTA region. In the period 1990-2015, there has been a great increase in immigration
flows to the United States. The rising trend of Mexico and Canada shows very similar dynamics. Mexico remains
the least popular destination for migrants in North America.

14 Made with the data available at: Department of Economic and Social Affairs - United Nations. International 
Migrant Stock 2015, United Nations 
<http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates15.shtml > accessed on 
Saturday 23rd April, 2016
15 Created according to the table 2.1.

http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates15.shtml
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Table 2.2. Migrant stock in NAFTA as a percentage of the total population16

# Country of NAFTA
International migrant stock as a percentage of the total population
1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

1 Canada 15,7 16,6 18,0 18,8 20,5 21,8
2 Mexico 0,8 0,5 0,5 0,6 0,8 0,9
3 USA 9,2 10,7 12,3 13,3 14,3 14,5

In the same period 1990-2015, looking at table 2.2., it is clear that there has been a significant increase of the
amount of immigrants compared to the whole population of Canada. There is also a growing tendency in rising
percentage of  the US foreign-born population:  from 9,2% in 1990 to 14,5% in 2015.  Such trends  show the
growing popularity of these countries for immigrants. 

In Mexico we can observe a decline of  immigrants  just  before the implementation of NAFTA,  with a stable
situation during the 10-year-period 1995-2005 and a slight,  constant increase in immigration inflows to the
country, starting from 2005.

All things considered, NAFTA is an active migration region, where the USA is the home for most immigrants of the
world; the Mexico – USA corridor is the major global migration corridor; Canada – one of the leading destinations
for migrants. The member states of NAFTA vary significantly in their degrees of prosperity, security, internal
conflicts,  and  capacities  of  authorities  to  govern  the  migration.  Moreover,  the  migration  flows  are  greatly
different among these countries. As a consequence, the migration phenomenon is interpreted in diverse forms
across the countries of the NAFTA region, as it poses particular opportunities and challenges to each one of
them.    The following paragraphs will try to analyze the NAFTA member states’ migration situation separately.17

2.1. Migration flows in the USA
In the fiscal year 2013, there was a 4% decrease of the amount of people whom were granted with the Lawful
Permanent Resident (LPR) (or just immigrant) status. They were 990600, and 46% of them were new arrivals. 

In  2013,  there were 41.3 million foreign-born people being resided in the USA, that  accounted 13% of  the
population.  Mexico was the leading country  of  birth (28%)  of  foreign-born,  second was India (5%) and the
Philippines (5%), and China (4%).

The same year, 69900 refugees were admitted to the USA (20% more than on 2012), mostly from Iraq (19500 in
2013, up from 9400 in 2011), Burma, and Bhutan. Moreover, 25200 individuals were given asylum (most asylum
seekers were from China and Egypt) and 42200 former asylees were granted with the LPR status. There was also
an increase in the amount of naturalizations from 2010, reaching the number of 779900 in 2013. The largest
amount of naturalizations was, once again, from Mexico (13%), followed by India and the Philippines (6% both).

The amount of  arrested undocumented migrants  on the US-Mexico border,  that  had reached a peak of  1.6
million in 2000 and had afterwards fallen to 327600 in 2011, increased to 414 400 in 2013.18

16 Made with the data available at: Department of Economic and Social Affairs - United Nations. International Migrant
Stock 2015, United Nations 
<http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates15.shtml > accessed on 
Saturday 23rd April, 2016
17 Data available in the Appendix
18 OECD, International Migration Outlook 2015, Paris, OECD Publishing, 2015, p.258  <http://www.oecd-
ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/international-migration-outlook-2015_migr_outlook-2015-en> accessed on 
Friday 22nd April, 2016

http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/international-migration-outlook-2015_migr_outlook-2015-en
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/international-migration-outlook-2015_migr_outlook-2015-en
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates15.shtml
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2.2. Migration flows in Canada
Overall, in 2013, were admitted about 259000 new permanent residents, equal to 0.7% of Canada’s resident
population. Considering that the annual average of immigrants admittend in Canada is about a quarter of a
million, this amount had been stable since 2006, showing a slight increase from 2012 (257900).

In 2013, 57% of admissions were related to the economic class, 32% were members of the family class, 9% part
of the refugee group and 3% were protected persons and other immigrants.19

In  the  same  year,  China,  India  and  the  Philippines  were  the  countries  with  more  permanent  resisdents,
accounting respectively for 43100, 33000 and 29500 permits. In terms of nationalities, Philippinians were the
majority of the economic migration class (16%), Chineses the majority of the family class Iraqis the majority of
the refugees (15%).

Canadian immigrants are generally well qualified. In 2013, 46% (75000) of the permanent residents (aged 25-64)
had obtained post-secondary degrees (bachelor’s, master or doctorate degree) before entering Canada, a 10%
growth from the previous year (68800).

Canadian economy relies also on temporary migration, which is incredibly relevant for Canada. In 2013, about
470000 temporary foreign students and workers were admitted, which is 7% more than in 2012. In 2013, under
the Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program, 37600 persons arrived to Canada for a work, mostly from Mexico and
Jamaica – the countries with the major number of agricultural workers in Canada, during the last 10 years (52%
from Mexico and 20% from Jamaica).

In  2013,  Canada  admitted  5600  government  assisted  refugees,  that  was  4%  more  than  the  previous  year.
Moreover, Canada accepted the asylee status for 8100 claims.

The amount of naturalizations was 129000 in 2013, more than in 2012 (there was 113200), but less than in 2011
(181 400). And again, the main countries of origin were India (12%), the Philippines (11%) and China (8%).20 

2.3. Migration flows in Mexico
In 2010, 961000 foreign-born people resided in Mexico, that is less than 1% of the overall population of the
country. According to the preliminary estimations, in 2013 this number rose to 991200, two times more than in
2000. Among this million foreigners, according to the immigration authorities, only 295000, which is not even a
third, had valid migration documents, in 2012.

Mexico is mainly a country of emmigration, transit and return. It was estimated that in 2014, 12 million persons
from Mexico were resided in other countries  (the most common destination for Mexicans is the USA),  that
equals to 10% of the whole population of Mexico. According to the Mexican labour force survey (ENOE), there is
a stable decline in the amount of Mexicans coming back from the USA in the last years. It was 1.85 per 1000
persons in 2013, and 1.32 in 2014. In 2013, general number of emmigrants stood at 3.35 per 1000 inhabitants,
and 3.5 in the 2014. In 2013, net migration to the USA was 1.5 per 1000 persons, less than in 2014 (2.19 per
1000).21

There has been a peak of immigrants coming in 2013 (60700), compared to only 18200 in the previous year. This
growth was due to legislative changes implemented in 2012, which eased the change of status for temporary
residents and the entrance of foreigners to achieve permanent residency. The largest groups of immigrants in
2013  were  from  the  USA  (24%),  China  (9%),  Canada(6%),  Cuba  (5%).  The  major  reasons  for  permanent
immigration were family (36%) and work (30%).

19 To better understand the Canadian division in classes, read paragraph 3.3. The immigration and Refugee Protection 
Act
20 OECD, International Migration Outlook 2015, Paris, OECD Publishing, 2015, p.192 <http://www.oecd-
ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/international-migration-outlook-2015_migr_outlook-2015-en> accessed on 
Friday 22nd 
21 Ibidem

http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/international-migration-outlook-2015_migr_outlook-2015-en
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/international-migration-outlook-2015_migr_outlook-2015-en
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Temporary migration flows, in comparison to the growing number of permanent ones,  declined significantly
(from 39400 in 2012 to 33900 in 2013). Temporary migrants were coming mostly from the USA (18%), Spain
(8%), Cuba and Colombia (both 7%). 

In 2013, the amount of naturalisations was about 3600 (mostly from Colombia, Cuba, Argentina, Venezuela) and
Mexico recognised as refugees about 270 asylum appliers, coming from Central America and Africa.

In 2013, according to the data of the northern border survey of Mexico, the number of Mexicans that arrived at
the Mexico-USA  border was 615100 (435600 in 2012 and 523300 in 2011). More than half of these people
reported an intention to go to the USA as migrants.22

22 Ibid. p. 228
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3. Migration policies in NAFTA countries
As it has been pointed out in the previous chapter, it is clear that immigration is a huge issue for the North
American region. Since immigration comes with different features for every NAFTA country, it is understandable
that each country has dealt and it is dealing with immigration differently. Mexico is clearly more open to rich
foreign nationals – for example, retired US citizens – rather than to poor people from Latin America. Therefore,
the Mexican immigration policy is fairly oriented to ease temporary and permanent permits to whom is really
well  accepted within the country. Canada, instead, is  an ideal destination for every immigrant: it  is open to
national foreigners and it has simple processes to apply for a visa, due to the Canadian social need for more
skilled  workers.  The  USA  remain  the  biggest  immigration  hub, attiring  both  temporary  and  permanent
immigrants with the stereotyped American dream. Diversity, possibilities and integration are what the USA were
built on; the American immigration policy is coherent with these principles. Understood these differences, it is
important to keep them in mind while reading this chapter, which will hence focus on the immigration policies of
the three countries. 

3.1. The Ley de migración
The Mexican migration policy is regulated by the  Ley de migración, introduced in 2012, replacing part of the
previous Ley general de población (introduced at first in 1974).  The new law distinguishes23 between visitante,
residente temporal and residente permanente – respectively, visitor, temporary resident and permanent resident.

A  visitante permit  is  temporary  and  it  can  be  issued  with  or  without  permission  to  conduct  remunerative
activities within the territory, lasting in both cases 180 days.  In addition to these two, a variety of  visitante
permits are also available in order to address specific visiting reasons, distinguishing between regional visitor,
frontier worker visitor, visitor for adoption purposes and visitor for humanitarian reasons. 

The regional visitor is allowed, as a national/resident of neighbor countries (Guatemala and Belize), to freely
enter and leave the Mexican southern states (Campeche, Chiapas, Tabasco and Quintana Roo), staying maximum
3 days.24

The frontier worker visitor permit allows nationals from confining countries to work within Mexico, in addition to
the right of entering and leaving the country as pleased until its expiry, which is one year after the issuing. 

The visitor for adoption purposes permit allows to stay in Mexico until the process of adoption is completed and
the departure of the adopted is granted. The last visitor permit, for humanitarian reasons, is granted to all the
foreigners that don’t fit in one of the previous categories, if it subsists a humanitarian cause, if the addressing of
the problem falls under public interests. This permit is intended to foreigners who, for instance, committed or
witnessed a crime within the Mexican borders or are asylum seekers.

Foreigners,  who  would  like  to  apply  for  a  temporary  residency,  can  apply  for  two  different  permits.  The
temporary resident and the temporary resident student. 

The first permit allows foreigners to reside in Mexico for one year, renewing the permit for a maximum of four
years. Beside freedom of movement and the right to conduct remunerative activities, the visitor has the right of
family unity preservation, meaning that sons, concubine/spouse or parents can be granted with the same permit
and rights.

The second permit allows foreigner to reside in the country while carrying out studies at an institute of the
national education system. This permit can be renewed yearly until the end of the studies, giving the freedom of

23 Ley de Migración, art. 52
24  Instituto Nacional de Migración, Eres guatemalteco o beliceño y deseas visitar los estados de la frontera Sur de 
México?, 2015
<https://www.gob.mx/inm/acciones-y-programas/eres-guatemalteco-o-beliceno-y-deseas-visitar-los-estados-de-la-
frontera-sur-de-mexico> accessed on Sunday 10th April, 2016

https://www.gob.mx/inm/acciones-y-programas/eres-guatemalteco-o-beliceno-y-deseas-visitar-los-estados-de-la-frontera-sur-de-mexico
https://www.gob.mx/inm/acciones-y-programas/eres-guatemalteco-o-beliceno-y-deseas-visitar-los-estados-de-la-frontera-sur-de-mexico
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movement and the right of family unity preservation. It also provides the possibility for the visitor to work within
the country, but only in job positions relevant for his/her study matters.

Lastly, there’s the possibility to apply for a permanent residency, gaining the right to live and work in Mexico
without time limits, in addition to freedom of movement and the right of family unity preservation. In order to
receive a permanent residency permit, a foreigner has different possibilities25, such as: being acknowledged with
the asylum or the refugee status, having resided in the country for four years, thanks to the temporary residency
permit, or being a first or second-degree relative to a Mexican by birth. If a foreigner wants to spend his/her
retirement life in Mexico, it is just necessary to prove to be in possession of adequate sources of incomes.

3.2. The Immigration and Nationality Act
The USA are the country which has accepted the highest number of immigrants by far. It’s immigrant population
reached a 46.6 million record in 2015 and the current Immigration and Nationality Act (INA), drafted in 1952 and
emended  different  times  but  still  enforced  as  the  main  Immigration  law,  it  provides  a  ceiling  of  675000
permanent immigrants per year. To this amount (almost three times Canada’s limit to 250000) it has to be added
the number of refugees admitted, decided on a year basis or as a follow up of particular crises, and the number
of temporary immigrants.

According to the Immigration laws, Foreign nationals willing to enter the US are divided in nonimmigrants and
immigrants.  There  are  more  than  30  different  kinds  of  nonimmigrant  visas26,  20  of  whose  are  related  to
temporary work permits.

The INA focuses in  particular  on immigrants,  dividing them in three main  categories:  immigrants  for  family
reunification27, immigration for economic reasons28, refugees29 and asylees30. 

Family-based immigration is split in two branches, which are immediate relatives and sponsors. The latter means
that a US citizen or a permanent resident can sponsor a foreign national, in order for the latter to receive a
permanent residency permit. 

 A  US citizen can bring in the USA certain  family  members (spouse,  unmarried minor  children,  parents)  as
immediate relatives. A LPR can instead use the sponsorship method, or family preference system, to sponsor
his/her spouse and children and apply them for a visa. While the first branch is unlimited, the second can reach
more than 480000 visas.

Employment-based immigration is characterized by the distinction of temporary and permanent immigration.
The first, as said, is provided with different visas such as, for example, a visa for the NAFTA-area workers or
another  one  for  clergymen.  Usually,  temporary  workers  are  sponsored  by  their  employer.  The  permanent,
employment-based immigration has a ceiling of 140000 permits per year. Permanent permits are divided in five
preference categories and are assigned mostly to skilled workers and  persons of extraordinary ability, leaving
20000 permits to investors, entrepreneurs and special immigrants, as religious workers.

The last category, refugees and asylees, has a variable number of visas: every year, the President of the US,
having consulted the congress, decides a global ceiling for refugees’ admissions, fixing also regional limits for
different world regions. Instead, there is no numerical limit for new asylees. In both cases, one year after having
being acknowledged as refugees or asylees, both of them have the possibility to become LPR. 

The INA 1990 amendment introduced Diversity Immigrant31, in order to promote diversity among the immigrant
population. With this  section,  the US government introduced a lottery system called diversity visa program,

25 Ley de Migración, Art. 54
26 Bureau of Consular Affairs, Directory of visa categories, US Department of State
<https://travel.state.gov/content/visas/en/general/all-visa-categories.html> accessed on Monday 11th April, 2016
27 Immigration and Nationality Act, Section 201
28 Ibidem
29 Ibid. Sec 207
30 Ibid. Sec 208
31 Immigration and Nationality Act, Section 203 (c)

https://travel.state.gov/content/visas/en/general/all-visa-categories.html
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which provides yearly 50000 visas. The lottery system accepts visa applications with a random scheme, in order
to favorite migration from those countries and regions that had the lowest migration flows to the USA, in the
previous five years.

Another measure, specified by the INA, in order to favorite diversity, is a per-country cap of 7% 32. This means
that, every year, migration flows from a single nation can’t exceed the 7% of the total migration to the US that
year.

3.3. The Immigration and Refugee Protection Act
The  Canadian  migration  policy  is  regulated  by  the  Immigration  and  Refugee  Protection  Act  (IRPA)  and  its
Immigration and Refugee Protection Regulations (IRPR), enforced in 2002 and emended in 2015.

In the IRPA, temporary residency isn’t fully addressed: the only distinction is between Work permit and Study
permit33,  whose features are specified in the IRPR, leaving other distinction to the discretion of the current
administration, which can advantage different kinds of citizens among others. For instance, Canadian provinces’
administrations  have  the  right  to  fix  standards  for  provincial  immigration,  through  the  Provincial  Nominee
Program34. The act focuses more on the permanent residency, dividing the possible applicants in three classes:
Family reunification, Economic immigration and Refugees.35

 The first class includes the national foreigners that have a spouse, common-law partner, child or parent which is
Canadian citizen or permanent resident. This class is characterized by the possibility to sponsor  someone, in a
similar way to the American one. 

The economic class is characterized by a subdivision in different classes, which are established by the IRPR. These
classes can be summed up in skilled workers36, business immigrants37 and live-in caregivers38. For each class the
government has imposed an annual quota of 2750 applicants accepted.

The last class includes the Convention refugee abroad class and the country of asylum class. People in need for
protection are also included: being in Canada, a person, whose deportation to its origin country can endanger
the person itself, has the possibility to ask for a permanent residency.

IRPA  defines  the  whole  application  process39,  which  is  simplified  by  the  use  of  electronic  devices  and  the
availability of online application forms. First of all, a foreign national must apply to send an expression of interest
to the competent ministry. Once the expression is analyzed and then acknowledged, the ministry answers with
an invitation to apply. The foreign national has to send the final application form before the invitation expires.
While the application is being processed, the foreign national is not precluded from the possibility to apply for a
temporary residency permit40. 

Once the permit is issued, the permanent resident has some obligations41 in order to maintain his/her status. A
permanent resident must, in fact, reside physically in Canada for at least 2 years (730 days) in a 5 years period.
These 730 days are cumulative and it isn’t required to stay in Canada for 2 years straight. In this amount of days,
there are also included trips outside Canada when the permanent resident is: traveling due to business reasons

32 Ibid. Section 202
33 Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, Section 30
34 Citizenship and Immigration Canada, Provincial nominees, 2015 
<http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/immigrate/provincial/> accessed on Saturday 23rd April, 2016
35 Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, Section 12
36 Immigration and Refugee Protection Regulations, Part 6, Division 1
37 Ibid., Part 6, Division 2
38 Ibid., Part 6, Division 3
39 Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, Part 1, Division 0.1
40 Ibid., Section 22(2)
41 Ibid., Section 28

http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/immigrate/provincial/
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for  a  Canadian employer;  accompanying his/her  Canadian spouse/partner  or  family  member;  accompanying
another permanent resident, who is traveling due to business reasons for a Canadian employer.

3.4. Illegal immigration within NAFTA
From the side of illegal immigration, Mexican laws enforced since the ‘70s have been considered, since the late
‘90s, hypocritical. On one hand Mexico was (and still is) pushing the USA for a better treatment of its immigrants,
on the other it was treating illegal immigrants harshly, with laws (or their actual enforcement) far more punishing
than  the  American  ones,  as  different  sources42 43 pointed  out  and  often  criticized.  Deportation,  fines  and
imprisonment, mixed with bribery and violence typical of Mexico, are a common basis of the Mexican approach
towards illegal immigrants. Luisa Gabriela Morales Vega suggests44 that the enforcement of this newer law has
been an attempt to acknowledge immigration as a social issue, which should be addressed in a better, more
appropriate way. Deportations and assisted returns are still applied in a vast range of cases 45, while detention is
now mostly  a  response  to  whom attempts  to  profit  from  the  migratory  flows.  In  her  work,  Morales  Vega
concludes46 that  this  new  legislation,  once  applied,  can  be  beneficial  to  Mexico  and,  even  if  not  able  to
completely solve such issue, it provides new, better tools to do it.

Despite the ease of deportation, described in section 237 of the INA, the USA have been facing two decades of
peaks  of  illegal  flows  through  the  southern  borders.  It  has  been  estimated  that  around  11  million  illegal
immigrants are residing in the USA and, for this reason, the Obama administrations have tried and failed different
times to reform the immigration system. The last attempts to solve this issue are currently, since the beginning of
2016, being discussed in the US Supreme Court. The President’s executive action47, involving the Deferred Action
for Parents of Americans and the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, would prevent the deportation of 5
million people, acknowledge them as LPRs, halve the number of illegal immigrants in the USA and therefore
subtract them from the American shadow economy.

Illegal migration in Canada amounts to a lower level than in the USA or in Mexico. This is surely due to the lack of
difficult borders to manage, such as the southern USA borders. Nevertheless, this is also due to Canadian policy
makers, who were able to tackle the issue in an appropriate way: thanks to a substantial cut to the red tape and
to the easy accession to  digital  application forms,  applying for  Canadian permits  has  become quite  simple,
therefore reducing the need to enter illegally in the country. Moreover, the law enforcement efforts are focused
on people smugglers rather than the immigrants themselves. Smugglers, who have helped to enter in Canada
less than 10 people, can be sentenced from two to ten years of prison or punished with a 500 thousand dollars
fine.  These punishments rise if  the smuggler  has already been sentenced for  a similar  reason or  when the
amount of people smuggled is more than 10.48

42 Jerry Seper, Mexico’s Illegal law tougher than Arizona’s, in The Washington Times, May 3rd, 2010 
<http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2010/may/03/mexicos-illegals-laws-tougher-than-arizonas/> accessed on 
Friday 8th April, 2016
43 Ruben Navarrette, Should the US be more like Mexico?, in CNN.com, July 12th, 2013 
<http://edition.cnn.com/2013/07/11/opinion/navarrette-mexico-immigration-law/> accessed on Friday 8th April, 2016
44 Luisa Gabriela Morales Vega, “Categorías migratorias en México. Análisis a la Ley de Migración”, in Anuario 
Mexicano de Derecho Internacional, México, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México-Instituto de Investigaciones 
Jurídicas, 2012, vol XII, p. 955 
<http://www.scielo.org.mx/pdf/amdi/v12/v12a25.pdf> accessed on Wednesday 6th April, 2016
45 Ley de migración, Art. 144
46 Morales Vega, “Categorías migratorias en México. Análisis a la Ley de Migración”, p. 956
47 Office of the Press Secretary, FACT SHEET: Immigration accountability executive action, The White House, November
20th, 2014 
<https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/11/20/fact-sheet-immigration-accountability-executive-action> 
accessed on Monday 18th April, 2016 
48 Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, Part 3

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/11/20/fact-sheet-immigration-accountability-executive-action
http://www.scielo.org.mx/pdf/amdi/v12/v12a25.pdf
http://edition.cnn.com/2013/07/11/opinion/navarrette-mexico-immigration-law/
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2010/may/03/mexicos-illegals-laws-tougher-than-arizonas/
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Conclusion
Beside the access to new markets and opportunities, it is common to read that the US society was hit by a higher
level of unemployment (due to the lower cost of Mexican raw materials and workers) 49 and by an increase in
illegal immigration (due to the facility of the citizens of southern countries to move to an upper part of America –
as the moving flow from Mexico to the Northern States of America) after the implementation of the agreement.
Mexico and Canada accepted to sign the treaty trying to improve the growth of their own economies, and to
have a better establishment of fixed trades within rules of market. As said, the decision to secure the pact did not
have only good outcomes.
Talking about the Mexican economy, the first one had to alleviate the poverty and the low wages, helping bring
the United States and Mexico close together.  However, on this front,  it  fell  short. Real wages in Mexico are
actually 7 percent lower today than before NAFTA was put in place, and the number of people in poverty has
grown from 62 million to 69 million.50  The number of people crossing the border illegally is estimated to have
doubled, contrary to predictions of NAFTA supporters, including President Salinas. This means that in Mexico the
percentage of people crossing the border is growing also because of the policies implemented by the NAFTA.  
Mexico also has to deal with rooted problems of illegal immigration and with the management of a difficult
situation of legal and illegal emigration (to Northern America). 

Without  considering  the  economic  development,  Canada  is  probably  the  only  country  that  did  not  have
structural problems of immigration – despite critics,  it  doesn’t  really  have to improve policies  against illegal
immigration because of the lower rate of immigration than the others two. This is also due to its geographical
position, since Canada has borders just with the USA – meaning that the flow of migrants is already managed by
the US southern border.

To conclude, the NAFTA was, clearly, a US intent to have more and more influence over Northern America and,
above all,  to spread its  economic power in the area.  After  its  implementation,  it  was  followed by different
cooperation policies and joint actions and can therefore be considered a Regional entity more than a simple
agreement. Despite the net results of the NAFTA implementation, the agreement was for the USA – and Canada
and Mexico – far from completely positive. The NAFTA can be interpreted, in fact, by many, opposite, points of
view:  from  one  side,  supporters  spread  the  idea  that  NAFTA  had  and  still  has  positive  consequences  and
perspectives51;  from the other,  many  are  blaming  the  agreement  as  the leading cause  of  a  higher  level  of
immigration and unemployment.52  
This paper doesn’t attempt to support one or the other side. It underlines how the agreement not only impacted
the economic sphere of North America, but also the social sphere, influencing more than a decade of migration
flows and policies of the whole region and its surrounding. 

Appendix
№1. Canada53

49 “NAFTA: who wins, who loses?”, in Insight on Law & Society, American Bar Association, n. 4.3, 2004 pp.1-2
<http://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/publishing/insights_law_society/vol6_2/nosearch/perspectives_Insig
htsspring04.authcheckdam.pdf> accessed on Thursday 6th May, 2016
50 Ibidem
51 Mary E. Burfisher, Sherman Robinson and Karen Thierfelder, “The impact of NAFTA on the United States”, in Journal 
of economic perspectives, Vol. 15, n. 1, 2001 pp.142-143
<http://www2.hawaii.edu/~noy/362texts/NAFTA-US.pdf> accessed on Thursday 6th May, 2016
52 Economy in crisis, “The North American Free Trade Agreement in perspective” <http://economyincrisis.org/nafta> 
accessed on Thursday 6th May, 2016
53 OECD, International Migration Outlook 2015, Paris, OECD Publishing, 2015, p. 193 <http://www.oecd-
ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/international-migration-outlook-2015_migr_outlook-2015-en> accessed on 
Friday 22nd April, 2016
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№2. Mexico54

54 OECD, International Migration Outlook 2015, Paris, OECD Publishing, 2015, p.229. <http://www.oecd-
ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/international-migration-outlook-2015_migr_outlook-2015-en> accessed on 
Friday 22nd April, 2016
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№3. USA55

55 OECD, International Migration Outlook 2015, Paris, OECD Publishing, 2015, p.259. < http://www.oecd-
ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/international-migration-outlook-2015_migr_outlook-2015-en> accessed on 
Friday 22nd April, 2016
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