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This article, based on a qualitative methodology that includes in-depth
interviews with 85 migrant-smugglers who operate at the border between
Mexico and the United States, addresses three research questions: do
migrant-smugglers take part in organised crime? Are criminal groups
involved in migrant smuggling? And are migrant-smugglers engaged in
drug trafficking? It concludes that many smugglers have become part
of organised crime groups but only after leaving the migrant-smuggling
business; that criminal organisations do not help migrants to cross the
border; and that migrant-smugglers do not carry drugs.
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Empirical evidence on the existence of ties between migrant smuggling and drug traf-
ficking is scarce. However, official discourse and the media both emphasise that migrant
smuggling is a business that has passed into the hands of organised crime and that
migrants are exploited by traffickers who, in addition to charging them excessive fees,
rob them, abandon them or require them to transport drugs. The connection between
migrant smuggling and organised crime and the threat raised to national security have
increased the legitimacy and urgency of the fight against illegal immigration, which has
gone from consideration as a human rights issue to being understood as a matter of
criminal justice and national security (Farrell and Fahy, 2009). Thus, the United Nations
Protocol on migrant smuggling assumes that this is an increasingly sophisticated busi-
ness operated by organised crime and requires governments to criminalise this activity
(Gallagher, 2010: 94). The result has been the consolidation of border security policies
in which undocumented migration, drug trafficking and terrorism are combatted with
the same instruments.

This article, based on in-depth interviews with 85 migrant-smugglers operating along
the US–Mexico border, addresses three research questions: Do migrant-smugglers take
part in organised crime? Are criminal groups involved in migrant smuggling? Are
migrant-smugglers engaged in drug trafficking?

First, the methodology is outlined and the sample is described; coyotaje is then
defined. Next, the literature on the relationship between drug trafficking and migrant
smuggling is reviewed and the extent to which migrant-smugglers are involved with
organised crime is examined. The involvement of criminal groups in migrant smug-
gling is analysed, and, finally, migrant-smugglers’ participation in drug trafficking is
discussed.
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Table 1. Selected Characteristics of Migrant-Smugglers Interviewed

Median Min. Max.

Age 37 21 48
Number of years involved in coyotaje 9 4 20
Years of schooling 6 0 12
Age when started working 10 5 18

n=85.
Source: Compiled by author from data recorded in the interviews.

Methodology and Sample Description

Due to the nature of this study, a qualitative methodology was used. The technique
used to collect discursive data was in-depth interview; all interviews were recorded and
transcribed. Contact with interviewees was made via social networks and snowballing
in a number of different Mexican states: Tamaulipas, Nuevo León, San Luis Potosí,
Veracruz, Mexico City, the State of Mexico and Chiapas. Tamaulipas was selected
because it is a border state with the United States where the number of smugglers is very
high, just as it is in Chiapas, the main entry point into Mexico for Central Americans
seeking migrant-smugglers to help them reach the United States. Mexico City and
the State of Mexico were selected because they are the main nodal point from which
smugglers’ networks spread across the country. Finally, the three main transit points of
migrant-smuggling networks that operate along the eastern sector of the US–Mexico
border were selected: they were Nuevo León, San Luis Potosí and Veracruz.

Five strategies were used to attempt to corroborate the veracity of the stories col-
lected: (a) Respondents were instructed not to provide names or details that would reveal
the identity of the persons mentioned in the stories; (b) respondents received no finan-
cial compensation for participating in this study; (c) Interviews were conducted with a
guide that included dozens of questions, some of which I modified several times during
the course of the investigation to exclude items that generated little heuristic richness
and to include other more relevant aspects that surfaced in connection to the empirical
reality; (d) some sensitive questions were asked twice or more with different phrasings
to check the consistency of responses; and (e) I prepared a second guide, different for
each respondent, to address, in a second encounter, inconsistent issues or discussions left
unfinished during the first verbal interaction.

A total of 85 smugglers were interviewed between October 2011 and July 2013. All
but two of them were men. All had considerable experience in the business of migrant
smuggling, as they had spent between 4 and 20 years in coyotaje. The respondents had
from 0 to 12 years of schooling, and their low level of education was the result of needing
to work from childhood to sustain the family financially. The age at which they started
working fluctuated from 5 to 18 (see Table 1).

Definition of Coyotaje

‘Coyote’, a concept introduced by migrants from the traditional migratory region
of inland Mexico (Alonso Meneses, 2010: 28), is the word most commonly used to
describe those who facilitate illegal entry into the United States. It is also the oldest, as
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its use can be traced back to the 1920s; the term ‘pollero’ (smuggler) emerged along
the border decades later. According to Spener (2014: 84), this concept originates from
El Paso-Ciudad Juárez, although Alonso Meneses (2010: 27) states that it emerged
in Tijuana. This concept is commonly used by the press (Spener, 2014: 84). The term
guía, (guide), is also used to designate the facilitators of border crossing, but unlike the
previous terms, the latter term has a more positive character (Martínez, 2010: 141).

It is difficult to distinguish between the terms coyote and pollero because they are usu-
ally used interchangeably. In the simplest networks, the coyote or pollero is the leader;
in the more complex ones, the leader is the patron who manages the network, and the
coyotes or polleros are salaried workers. They do not work alone; recruiters, managers
of safe houses, drivers and raiteros (drivers within the USA – from ‘ride’) help them
(Spener, 2014: 91), and often they seek the help of pateros (border crossers or rafters)
to cross the Rio Grande or the Suchiate River.

The terms pollero, coyote or migrant-smuggler are used interchangeably to refer to
persons skilled in transporting migrants illegally and on a regular basis to a destination
point for financial remuneration. The coyotaje (coyotaje and migrant smuggling are used
interchangeably) includes four elements:

(i) Possession of expertise gained over several years in a self-taught or tutored man-
ner. This element is important because the smuggling profession requires skills
that take years to learn. In many cases, self-taught learning lasted for more than
a decade. Tutored learning is faster but usually lasts over a year. In this case, a
person may start as an assistant to a pollero and then become independent, or,
after a while, may be tested by the leader of a network; if they show that they
can take migrants to the destination point reliably, they will then take on the
role of pollero.

(ii) Obtaining an income for surreptitiously transporting migrants.
(iii) Recurring transport of migrants from the point of origin to the point of destina-

tion. Migrant-smuggling networks often operate with a relatively stable regular-
ity between points A and B. This regularity introduces an element of reliability.
A pollero who departs from point A on dates X, Y and Z, reaches point B and
returns to the starting point gains the confidence of migrants who, on the advice
of relatives, friends or people from the same area, wait at point A because they
know that at moment X, Y or Z, the pollero will start a new journey to point B.

(iv) Generation of stable and predictable revenues. This element is derived from the
preceding one. Not only do migrant-smuggling networks operate with a stable
regularity, but they frequently transport the same number of migrants. If the
smugglers take only a few migrants with them, costs may exceed their revenues;
if they take too many, they attract too much attention and are at greater risk of
being arrested. Additionally, depending on the fee paid, organised crime imposes
on them a maximum limit of persons per trip. The polleros can carry a number of
migrants below the maximum limit, but cannot go above it because they would
then be disciplined. As a general rule, networks attempt to adjust themselves to
the designated maximum limit. In a market in which expenses are known and
the number of clients and rates are stable, revenues are predictable. This allows
networks to adjust their expenses in advance to remain profitable. For example,
given a continuing decline in revenues in recent years due to the payment of fees,
some networks have fired recruiters and other assistants; others have reduced the
wages that they pay.
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However, some polleros seek only to deceive migrants by offering them lower rates and
then absconding with the money. Others guide them for part of the trip and then aban-
don them (García Vázquez et al., 2007: 105; Hagan, 2008: 77, 114). There are polleros
who use deception to kidnap migrants, or who associate with rip-off crews to steal from
them (O’Leary, 2009: 28). Others lack experience and are incapable of transporting the
migrants to the destination point. These examples do not include the defining elements
of coyotaje. They constitute part of what Spener (2009: 155) defines as false coyotaje.
There are also people whom García Castro (2013: 265) calls ‘social polleros’, who occa-
sionally transport relatives and friends to the United States without receiving a financial
reward. These are also not included in the concept of coyotaje.

Hagan (2008: 77) notes that migrants, unlike the media and the authorities, distin-
guish between good and bad coyotes. Some polleros risk the lives of migrants by hiding
them in false-bottomed vehicles, where they can travel for days without food or water;
others abandon migrants who cannot keep up with the group in inhospitable terrains.
The use of authoritarian and aggressive language is common and non-payment of the
agreed fee may result in violence. However, migrants also tell stories of heroic behaviour
on the part of the coyotes (Hagan, 2008: 78).

As Campbell notes (2009: 19), in illegal organisations identities have an unstable,
changing and contingent character and their configuration at any given moment is the
product of conflicts and alliances. Following Campbell’s argument, the definition of coy-
otaje proposed could be considered as presenting ‘essentialist assumptions’ (Campbell,
2009) and as a simplification of a more flexible concept. However, it provides a use-
ful general overview of the mode of operation of the migrant-smuggling networks that
have been studied, which can be grouped into three types: simple seasonal networks,
simple systematic networks and complex systematic networks. Only systematic simple
networks conformed to a lesser extent to elements 3 and 4 of the definition given above.

This typology was created according to two criteria: the degree of complexity and the
mode of operation. Those networks composed of one cell led by a pollero were defined
as simple, while those consisting of one or more lines, with two or more cells per line,
were defined as complex. Moreover, those that operated during very specific periods of
the year were defined as seasonal, while those that operated throughout the year were
defined as systematic:

(a) Seasonal simple networks are characteristic of the agricultural sector. They are
composed of one cell led by a pollero, with the support of a small number of
assistants, and they satisfy the labour demand of an American employer at specific
times of year. These networks operate part-time. The pollero who leads these
networks usually receives only a small part of his earnings from coyotaje, while
the larger part comes from legal employment. The frequency with which these
networks operate ranges from one to four times per year, and they transport
from 4 to 120 migrants annually (see Table 2).

(b) Systematic simple networks are also formed by a single cell led by a pollero with
several assistants; however, they tend to work primarily for migrant social net-
works. Unlike seasonal simple networks, they operate throughout the year. The
networks studied operate from three to twelve times per year and transport from
9 to 180 migrants annually (see Table 2). The polleros who lead these networks
derive most of their income from coyotaje, although some have also invested in
family businesses.

(c) Systematic complex networks are more extensive and have a hierarchical struc-
ture in which a leader manages the network’s business and finances. These

© 2014 The Author. Bulletin of Latin American Research © 2014 Society for Latin American Studies
Bulletin of Latin American Research Vol. 34, No. 3 327



Simón Pedro Izcara Palacios

Table 2. Characteristics of Migrant-Smuggling Networks Examined

Type of networks

Simple
Seasonal

Simple
Systematic

Complex
Systematic Total

Number of people transported annually
Median 16 54 76 33.5
Min 4 9 28 4
Max 120 180 600 600

Number of times network operates per year
Median 2 6 9 3.5
Min 1 3 3 1
Max 4 12 36 36

Number of migrants carried per crossing
Median 10 10 10 10
Min 3 3 5 3
Max 30 20 40 40

n 45 8 32 85

Source: Compiled by the author from data recorded in the interviews

networks are composed of one or more lines; each line has several cells,
and each cell appears to be led by a pollero who has the support of several
assistants. The frequency with which these networks operate varies from 3
to 36 times per year and they transport from 28 to 600 migrants annually
(see Table 2).

The data only describe the line studied, not the entire network, given that the third
category includes networks ranging in size from a single line of two cells to multiple
lines of four cells each. Therefore, to calculate the number of migrants transported by
each network, the data should be multiplied by the number of lines, which can range
from one to more than a dozen; thus, there are networks that transport more than a
thousand migrants annually. The polleros employed in these networks are dedicated
full-time to coyotaje. Some have a substantial amount of free time, but cannot engage
in any other activity because they must always be available and on-call to the leader.
Unlike polleros working in simple systematic networks, those who work in complex
networks are not autonomous, and if they do not respond when the leader demands
their services, they are fired. In other words, while the former can stop working for
a few months – if there has been a problem, for example – the latter must always be
available.

The studied networks are differentiated by the volume of people transported
annually and the number of times they operate per year but not by the number of
migrants transported per crossing, for which there are very similar values across all
networks. Although the number of migrants transported per crossing ranges from 3
to 40 people, networks transporting approximately ten migrants are more prevalent
(see Table 2).

Finally, it is necessary to distinguish the concept of migrant smuggling from that
of human trafficking. The smuggler violates the rights of governments, while the traf-
ficker violates the human rights of migrants. The former facilitates border crossing for
migrants who hire his services voluntarily; the latter uses deception or coercion, and his
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intended purpose is exploitation (Gallagher, 2010). Kyle and Dale (2011: 37) use the
terms ‘migrant-exporting schemes’ and ‘slave-importing operations’ and note that the
latter are successful because they operate in a manner similar to the former, which is
what enables them to deceive their victims.

The Relationship Between Coyotaje and Drug Trafficking

Andreas (2009: 121) notes that the strengthening of border control has led to the replace-
ment of local coyotes by professional smugglers, who are more sophisticated and better
organised, and to the control of this business by international criminal organisations,
turning illegal immigration into a problem of organised crime. Additionally, in some
recent studies, the association between migrant smuggling and drug trafficking is under-
lined. Slack and Whiteford (2013: 201) indicate that the union of undocumented migra-
tion with the drug cartels is a recent result of the war on drugs, and claim that this
activity has developed more in the border territory of Sonora/Arizona than along the
Texas border. Casillas (2011: 308) points to a long and slow process during which tradi-
tional migrant-smuggling networks were transformed into more sophisticated organisa-
tions linked to drug trafficking. Guadarrama Muñoz (2013: 341) distinguishes between
independent migrant-smugglers and those who belong to an internationally organised
network that is also involved in drug trafficking.

However, other empirical studies have dissociated coyotaje from drug trafficking and
describe the former as a peaceful business, in contrast to the violent nature of the latter.
López Castro (1998: 972) found no evidence that would link coyotaje to drug trafficking,
and signalled a dividing line between these two activities due to the greater risk involved
in the latter. More recent studies have also highlighted the separation between these
two activities. Fuentes and García (2009: 98) assert that drug trafficking is a separate
activity from coyotaje because the drug trafficking, which is riskier and more profitable,
uses routes that are more remote and difficult to detect. Additionally, Spener (2009:
156) argues that drug and migrant trafficking are two separate businesses, although
he describes cases of drug dealers who become migrant-smugglers and of polleros who
move on to drug trafficking.

As some researchers have noted, empirical evidence of a connection between coyotaje
and organised crime is weak (Spener, 2009: 202; van Liempt and Sersli, 2013); however,
the exaggeration of this phenomenon by media and official documents has created a
distorted picture of coyotaje.

The Involvement of Mexican Polleros with Organised Crime

To speak of the relationship between migrant smuggling and organised crime seems tau-
tological. The reform, on 25 May 2011, of the second article of the Federal Law against
organised crime defines this type of crime as an organisation of three or more persons
engaging in permanent or repeated behaviours that have the purpose of or result in the
crime of ‘migrant smuggling’. Only some guides, pateros, border crossers or indepen-
dent rafters who operate on the Rio Grande or on the Suchiate River would escape this
definition. However, the legal definition of organised crime is too broad, ambiguous and
of limited utility, so this term is used to define the groups that: (a) systematically use
violence to monopolise criminal activity, and (b) produce serious social damage on a
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Table 3. Respondent Knowledge about Pollero Involvement with Organised Crime

%

Knows working for organised crime 67.1
Got involved for better wages 11.4
Recruited them by force 27.1
Some got involved voluntarily; others were forced 14.3
Does not know why 14.3
Does not know whether polleros are involved with organised crime 32.9
Sub-total 100
Issue was not raised 17.6
Total 100

n=85.
Source: Compiled by author from data recorded in the interviews.

number of dimensions (Finckenauer, 2011: 307). (Polleros do not use violence against
other polleros to monopolise the business of migrant smuggling. Although there is some
rivalry, cooperation is also common. In addition, polleros violate the rights of govern-
ments but do not produce serious social damage.)

In recent years an increasing number of polleros have been recruited by organised
crime. Two thirds of those interviewed who addressed this issue indicated that they
knew of polleros who had gone on to work in organised crime. Ten said that they did
not know how criminals recruited polleros; eight responded that those polleros who
had moved on to collaborating with organised crime had done so out of greed; ten said
that some polleros became involved voluntarily with criminal groups while others were
forced to become involved; and nineteen responded that these groups recruited polleros
through coercive methods (see Table 3).

Some polleros are dazzled by the profits promised to them by organised crime and
leave their jobs to work with them. When they accept the invitations of criminals, they
do not know what activity they will perform; also, they soon discover that the high rev-
enues that were initially offered to them never materialise, and the longer they remain in
these organisations, the more their salary decreases. Therefore, many of the polleros who
voluntarily joined up with the criminals end up expressing a desire to leave. However,
criminal organisations do not allow any members to leave: smugglers who express dis-
satisfaction, complain about their salaries or want to return to their former occupation
are eliminated:

I knew one who left because they offered to pay him better and more money,
and he said they’d told him they’d pay him in dollars, and he decided to give
up being a pollero. But they didn’t pay him what they told him, and when
he no longer wanted to work with them, they killed him and sent him back
in bits to his family in a cooler box. (interview, Jerónimo, 2012)

There are a few who have gone to work with them. They go because there
they’re paid more, but the bad part is you can’t get out of it: you do get out,
but you’re dead. (interview, Santiago, 2013)

More polleros are recruited through the use of violence than join up voluntarily. The
idea that many polleros agree to work with criminals because of threats to kill them or
harm their families came up repeatedly in interviews:
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They threaten to kill them or their family. That’s what they do. So they
prefer to work for them before something happens. (interview, Eduardo,
2012)

I know several who say ‘They threatened to kill my family, and that’s why
I went to work with them’. (interview, Horacio, 2012)

The bad ones threaten you by threatening your family, and that’s when you
bend the knee and get on with working for them, so that they don’t do
anything bad to your family. (interview, Tadeo, 2013)

In all, 30 percent of respondents did not know what the polleros who had gone to work
for organised crime networks were now doing, because those who had done so had
ceased to contact their former colleagues. When polleros go on to work for criminals,
these groups force them to cut ties with the social world outside of these organisations:

When a pollero is going to work with them, he doesn’t look back. He leaves,
and he’s gone. He can no longer be seen, or, if you see him, it isn’t the same.
There’s no friendship. They forbid them to speak to old friends. (interview,
Sebastián, 2013)

Respondents say that polleros who go on to work for criminals leave coyotaje. This is
reflected in comments such as: ‘They’re going to work on other things that are no longer
about being a pollero’ (interview, Rodrigo, 2013); ‘They no longer involved in taking
people [across the border]. Now, they’re engaged in other things’ (interview, Sebastián,
2013); ‘The polleros who go with them stop taking people to the United States’ (inter-
view, Segismundo, 2013). Interviews suggested that polleros are recruited by criminals
because they know the border geography and show these organisations routes they can
use to smuggle drugs and weapons. That is why criminal groups recruit only the most
experienced polleros:

They ask them if they know the secret ways for them to go there, to the
United States, with their things. (interview, Arturo, 2011)

When they (the criminals) hire a pollero, it’s because the pollero knows
about routes into the United States. (interview, David, 2012)

The pollero knows a lot about the routes that make it easier to cross unseen
by the border patrol. (interview, Horacio, 2012)

They want them because they know the routes. (interview, Leonardo, 2012)

It’s good for the people who take them because the polleros know the steps,
routes, tracks. (interview, Sebastián, 2013)

The polleros are very intelligent and know more about routes than they
[criminals] do. That’s why they’ve been taking them, because they don’t take
just any pollero, they take those who already have experience. (interview,
Silvio, 2013)

Through these routes and trails, known only to the polleros, criminal groups carry drugs
into the United States and bring weapons into Mexico. As Silvio said, ‘[they put them] to
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Table 4. Respondent Statements on Activities of Polleros Employed by Organised Crime

%

Drug trafficking 8.5
Trafficking of drugs and weapons 4.3
Trafficking of drugs, weapons, kidnapping of migrants 4.3
Exploration of routes for trafficking of drugs and weapons 10.6
Kidnapping of migrants 21.2
Extort polleros 6.4
Illicit activities in general 14.9
Does not know 29.8
Total 100

n=47.
Source: Compiled by author from data recorded in the interviews.

smuggle drugs from the Mexican border to the United States, and from there to here they
smuggle weapons, munitions, grenades and many other things’. However, as Table 4
shows, polleros also assist these organisations by getting involved in the extortion of
their former colleagues and the kidnapping of migrants. Of all the respondents, ten indi-
cated that these polleros were engaged in kidnapping migrants, two said that they were
engaged in the kidnapping of migrants in addition to drug and weapons trafficking and
three said that they were involved in extortion. The polleros know best who is engaged
in migrant smuggling; this is why criminals recruit them, so they will identify which
polleros are not paying their derechos de piso (dues) to these organisations. They are
also familiar with the routes taken by migrants and know how to gain their trust and
distinguish between those with money and those without, to deliver them to the crimi-
nals. This is the activity that the polleros dislike the most because it constitutes a betrayal
of their group: their former colleagues and the migrants whom they previously helped.
However, once they join these organisations, they have no choice but to obey the orders
that are given to them.

Not all migrants have value to criminal groups. Those who cannot afford to pay a
ransom have no economic value. Only polleros can distinguish between migrants who
are worth kidnapping and those who are useless. This is why they are given the task of
planning. Ubaldo reported:

They force them to do kidnappings because I believe the kidnappings they
carry out are planned. Someone tells them how this job is done. Otherwise,
how do they come to know how to do the job? and how do they know how
to distinguish between those who can be kidnapped and those who aren’t
worth it because they’re worthless? (interview, Ubaldo, 2013)

The Involvement of Mexican Criminal Groups in Coyotaje

Official discourse has emphasised the involvement of organised crime in migrant smug-
gling. However, the responses of the interviewees contradict this idea. Only three respon-
dents said that criminal groups transported migrants to the United States. Eduardo and
Emilio indicated that criminals helped migrants to cross the border. They said that organ-
ised crime charged migrants higher rates than the polleros, but they took them without
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Table 5. Respondents’ Statements on Involvement of Organised Crime in Coyotaje

%

Organised crime does not transport migrants to the US 92.9
Organised crime transports migrants to the US via international bridges 2.4
Some cartels do participate in coyotaje 1.2
Issue not raised 3.5
Total 100

n=85.
Source: Compiled by author from data recorded in the interviews.

danger because they did not cross the river, using the international bridges instead. These
are called ‘first-class’ trips. As Emilio said:

I know that bad people take people across and charge them a lot. But they
take them without danger. They take them across the bridge, that’s how
they take them, or sometimes they take them on special trips, with false
papers, and they take them like that. They are first-class trips, but those
trips are expensive (Emilio, 2012).

Ignacio said that not all cartels are engaged in coyotaje but some are. However, he knew
this from hearsay, and he did not know which cartels were involved in coyotaje and
which were not:

There are several cartels, and, well, some say they take illegals (across the
border). But what they take them for, I don’t know. I don’t know what for,
or why, or what work they make them do.

By contrast, 93 percent of respondents answered that organised crime did not transport
migrants to the United States (see Table 5). Assertions such as the following were
repeated in most interviews: ‘They don’t get involved in taking people’ (interview,
Alonso, 2011); ‘They don’t do this, taking people across’ (interview, Álvaro, 2011);
‘They don’t do this, taking people to the United States’ (interview, Benjamín, 2012);
‘They don’t take people to the United States’ (interview, Cristóbal, 2012); ‘they don’t
do this, taking illegals to the United States’ (interview, Sergio, 2013); and ‘they’re not
competition for us polleros’ (interview, Tadeo, 2013).

The respondents offered a number of explanations to emphasise that criminal groups
were not engaged in facilitating border crossings for migrants. Many insisted that drug
trafficking and coyotaje were different businesses conducted by different groups. The
former generates higher returns but also carries greater risks; in contrast, the latter pro-
duces lower revenues but is safer. In general, they claimed that organised crime had no
interest in transporting migrants to the neighbouring country. As Horacio said, ‘There’s
no competition on their part because they do their work their way, and we do it our
way. What they are interested in is drug trafficking, not the illegals’.

Interviewees expressed conflicting ideas. Some respondents indicated that organised
crime could not be involved in coyotaje because the criminals lacked contacts in the
United States, while others said that, although they possessed the contacts necessary to
perform this activity, they had never shown any interest in migrant smuggling. However,
respondents repeated three arguments ruling out the involvement of criminal groups in
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coyotaje: (a) coyotaje does not generate revenues high enough to meet the demands
of organised crime; (b) criminal groups make huge revenues by charging polleros dues
without having to do anything; and (c) coyotaje is based on gaining the trust of the
migrants; therefore, only those networks recommended by migrants succeed.

First, respondents argued that migrant smuggling was not very attractive for crimi-
nal groups. As Óscar stated: ‘They are accustomed to making more money, and what a
pollero makes is nothing compared to what they end up with’ (interview, Oscar, 2012).
Organised crime’s lack of interest in venturing into coyotaje, given the much lower rev-
enues it produces compared to drug trafficking, kidnapping and extortion, was expressed
in the following comments: ‘They don’t engage in this because being a pollero makes no
money’ (interview, Amadeo, 2011); ‘they don’t do that, taking people (to the USA);
they do other dirty tricks, other activities that make more money’ (interview, Gaspar,
2012); ‘they do other things that make more money’ (interview, Gerardo, 2012); ‘They’re
involved in other illegal businesses that make more money’ (interview, Segismundo,
2013). There are also references to criminal groups’ lack of interest in this business due
to the lack of immediate profitability: for example, Bruno said, ‘This does make money,
but it is slow, and you have to invest time, and they don’t do it for this reason’ (interview,
Bruno, 2012). Additionally, Enrique noted, ‘Criminals, they don’t do this, taking people
to the other side, because they do other dirty tricks. They do other things that are faster
and make quick money’ (interview, Enrique, 2012).

Second, the respondents insisted that organised crime was not competing with them
in the business of transporting migrants to the United States because they had instituted
dues, which added a tax of nearly a thousand dollars for every Mexican migrant who left
the country and could rise to three thousand dollars for each Central American migrant
who crossed Mexico. Therefore, in economic terms, taking control of migrant smug-
gling networks did not make sense: why engage in the complex activities this business
requires when criminals can make large revenues from coyotaje without doing anything
themselves? As Servando explained, ‘They aren’t competition for us polleros; they don’t
do it because they grab the revenues of the polleros, and it’s more money, and they grab
it without effort’ (interview, Servando, 2013). Donato said, ‘They’re engaged in collect-
ing dues. They don’t need to be crossing the river to get paid. Here they provide for
themselves with the dues. They aren’t going to sacrifice themselves walking over there’
(interview, Donato, 2012).

Criminal groups make up to $10,000 from a simple network operating once a year,
carrying from seven to fifteen migrants, while the revenues obtained from complex net-
works can reach into the millions. The polleros have to make these payments to save
their lives and those of the migrants. This has reduced their revenues and caused some
to abandon this activity, but others cannot do so. One pollero, who has been working
the Tamaulipas–Iowa route every January, May, and September since 2009, said, ‘I was
going to retire from this job due to fear and the payments I was making, but I kept
working because they would charge me dues even if I didn’t work’.

Third, migrants trust the polleros less and less due to the increased number of kidnap-
pings and disappearances in Mexico. Before hiring a pollero, migrants seek information
on the person who will help them cross the border. Therefore, if organised crime were
involved in coyotaje, no migrants would trust them, and they would not hire their ser-
vices. Jerónimo said criminals will never involve themselves in coyotaje because ‘who
would trust them, no one. I don’t think anyone would dare to believe in them’. The
following comments emphasise that, for a migrant-smuggling network to be able to
operate, migrants must know and trust the polleros:
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Table 6. Explanation of Why Organised Crime is not Involved in Coyotaje

%

Coyotaje does not generate high revenues 12.7
Organised crime earns more by extorting 13.9
Migrants do not trust organised crime 12.7
Organised crime has no contacts with American employers 2.5
Coyotaje and drug trafficking are different businesses 17.7
Criminal groups are only interested in kidnapping migrants 6.3
Organised crime has contacts, but it is not involved in coyotaje 3.8
Organised crime does not help people 1.3
No specific explanation offered 29.1
Total 100

n=79.
Source: Compiled by author from data recorded in the interviews.

They aren’t competition for us because there a lot of things they don’t know
about and people don’t trust them. (interview, Natalio, 2012)

They don’t take migrants across because people don’t know them. Also,
people are suspicious. They don’t go with just any pollero. They prefer,
they need, to know him. (interview, Francisco, 2012)

They can’t do it because to be a pollero or to take people to the United
States, you have to have experience and people have to know you. (inter-
view, Rodrigo, 2013)

They don’t do it because no one trusts people they don’t know. (interview,
Silvio, 2013)

They don’t do it because people never get to know them. They know us
polleros because we make ourselves known. We take someone across, and
then that person recommends us. (interview, Valerio, 2013)

We do our work, and they do theirs. A person won’t go with bad peo-
ple because they know things are going to go badly, because they are bad.
(interview, Zacarías, 2013)

Finally, as seen in Table 6, some of the respondents think that organised criminals are
only interested in kidnapping migrants. That is why some of the respondents said that
criminals could never engage in coyotaje: because what interests them is making a profit
from ransom payments, not providing a service to migrants. As Ubaldo said, ‘What they
do is kidnap migrants so as to grab more money by kidnapping, but they don’t take peo-
ple to the United States or take them across from one state to another. This isn’t their job’.

The Participation of Migrant-Smugglers in Drug Trafficking

Most respondents denied that they were involved in drug trafficking. Almost 64 percent
said polleros were not drug traffickers (see Table 7). They referred to the polleros using
the first person plural or used the term ‘one’ in impersonal constructions, as in ‘one
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Table 7. Reported Participation of Polleros in Drug Trafficking

%

We ( polleros) are not involved in drug trafficking 63.5
I am not involved in drug trafficking 11.8
Some polleros involved in drug trafficking 4.7
Polleros involved in drug trafficking; American authorities are involved 4.7
Supplies drugs to migrants so they can endure journey 1.2
Issue not raised 14.1
Total 100

n=85.
Source: Compiled by author from data recorded in the interviews.

doesn’t do that’ (interview, David, 2012), ‘one carries people, not drugs’ (Felipe) or ‘one
doesn’t carry drugs of any kind’ (interview, Humberto, 2012).

Respondents stressed that coyotaje and drug trafficking were not compatible busi-
nesses. As Uriel noted, ‘Either you’re a pollero and carry people, or you’re a drug dealer
and carry drugs. Over there you can’t do both things at once’ (interview, Uriel, 2013).
According to Raúl, ‘We don’t do those things, carrying drugs. It isn’t our thing. To do
so, we’d be working with drug traffickers, and we don’t do that’ (interview, Raul, 2012).
They indicated that the drug trade was more profitable than coyotaje; therefore, if they
were to dedicate themselves to drug trafficking, it would make no sense for them to carry
on organising border crossings for migrants because – with the revenues generated by
drugs – the less profitable activity, coyotaje, would become a waste of time:

That [drug trafficking] is something we don’t do. If we did, we wouldn’t be
polleros since that makes more money. (interview, Juan, 2012)

If we smuggled drugs, we wouldn’t take people, because you make more
money in drug trafficking than as a pollero. (interview, Patricio, 2012)

If polleros smuggled drugs, they would not be polleros. Drug trafficking
pays more. (interview, Virgilio, 2013)

Four respondents not only denied that polleros were involved in drug trafficking but also
commented that it seemed ironic to them that coyotaje was linked to drug trafficking: in
their opinion, it was the American authorities who were responsible for not intercepting
the drugs entering the United States:

We don’t do that. That is done by those in organised crime, and they [the
American authorities] don’t arrest them because they have good contacts.
(interview, Horacio, 2012)

They [the American authorities] should worry about their agents because
drugs are smuggled through there and they say nothing. (interview,
Leandro, 2012)

Drugs are smuggled across the bridges, and they [the American authorities]
say nothing. (interview, Leonardo, 2012)
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We – the polleros – don’t smuggle drugs. That is done by other people, and
they [the American authorities] know who they are. (interview, Rodolfo,
2012)

By contrast, ten respondents asserted they were not involved in drug trafficking but used
the first person singular to answer this question, meaning they did not rule out the pos-
sibility that other polleros could be involved. For example: ‘Maybe it’s possible [that
other polleros smuggle drugs], but no, I don’t smuggle’ (interview, Ignacio, 2012), and
‘Everyone [cada cabeza] is different. I don’t do it’ (interview, Zacarías, 2013). Servando
said, ‘There are polleros who do get like that, but not me; they’re polleros who no longer
work taking people across and are involved in smuggling drugs over there. I don’t do
it’. Four interviewees said there were smugglers who were involved in drug trafficking.
However, none of the interviews provided evidence to confirm that coyotaje and drug
trafficking were activities performed by the same individuals or groups at the same time.
Those who said that there were polleros who transported drugs mentioned people who
had previously been involved in migrant smuggling but later went on to work for organ-
ised crime. For instance: ‘Some do it; but that’s all they do, nothing else but that, and
not to taking people across’ (interview, Gabriel, 2012); ‘Some polleros do it because of
ambition for money. But then, they cease to be polleros because, in drug trafficking, you
get to earn more’ (interview, Silvestre, 2013).

Conclusion

Coyotaje and drug trafficking are businesses operated by different groups.
Migrant-smuggling networks do not transport drugs and criminal organisations
do not take migrants to the United States. However, it is difficult to see the dividing line
between these two activities. Many polleros have become part of organised crime, often
under duress, and criminal groups derive revenue from coyotaje by charging ‘dues’.
On the one hand, more and more polleros are recruited by criminal groups to involve
them in drug trafficking, the kidnapping of migrants and other criminal activities. On
the other hand, organised crime reaps huge profits by extorting polleros crossing their
territories.

Results from this study indicate that although there are close ties between coyotaje
and drug trafficking, they are not the same business. The polleros recruited by criminal
groups do not transport migrants to the United States; they kidnap them. In addition,
once they venture into organised crime, they cannot go back to work organising bor-
der crossings into the United States for migrants. Therefore, their activity cannot be
defined as coyotaje. Furthermore, the relationship between polleros and drug traffickers
is asymmetrical. The former hand over part of their earnings to the latter to avoid being
assaulted. Finally, it is necessary to emphasise that the cases discussed here do not rep-
resent the reality of the situation along the entire border; they are limited to the eastern
sector.
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