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Introduction 

Scholars generally agree that irregular migration is the direct consequence of the restrictionist 

and containment policies that have been used by states to keep immigrants outside their borders 

(Brolan 2003; Feller 2006; Jordan and Düvell 2002). This creates a dynamic that has three 

significant parts. First, restrictive border policies and practises drive refugees, asylum-seekers 

and other migrants to resort to the use of irregular migration to reach their destinations. Second, 

the use of this type of migration, in particular the use of human smugglers, criminalizes and 

delegitimizes refugees and asylum-seekers; this in turn continues to legitimize restrictionist 

practices (Brolan 2003; Feller 2006; Gibney 2010).  

This paper argues that the dynamic described above is either: (a) facilitated by media discourses 

and constructed to portray irregular migrants as a social and economic threat; or (b) challenged 

by media discourses portraying irregular migrants as helpless victims. In the first case, what is 

most interesting is that the cycle takes place even in countries that have a constitutional 

commitment to human mobility, and which have opened their borders, such as Ecuador. An 

anomaly arises when Colombia is analysed, as in its case, refugee law was updated and the 

refugee definition expanded to create more asylum space in what appears to be a reaction to 

Ecuador’s open borders policy. The reason for this is Colombia’s desire to maintain its image as 

a liberal democratic state, which respects and protects human rights. This is due to its history of 

internal violence which has resulted in high levels of forced migration, both in the form of 

internal displacement within its borders and refugee flows to neighbouring countries, particularly 

Ecuador. A critical discourse analysis of 98 Colombian and Ecuadorian media articles revealed 

that the media negotiates the relationship between national, regional and global politics of 

governance, as well as the relation between the government and the public. The ideology of 

sovereignty and its different practices in the United States, Colombia and Ecuador are presented 

and represented in media discourses.  

Accordingly, this paper aims to answer the following questions: (a) what discourses are created 

around irregular migration in Ecuador and Colombia? And (b) what is the relationship between 

those discourses and migration policies and politics? These questions were contextualised and 

embedded in the case studies presented here, keeping in mind the rise in irregular migration 

through Latin America as a consequence of Ecuador’s 2008 Constitution, which enshrined the 

right to human mobility and which resulted in Ecuador’s open border policy.  

The aim of this thesis, then, is not to explain migratory processes or its causes, but rather to 

understand its impact by exploring the relationships between local and regional policies and the 

ways which they influence one another. As an example, the Colombian government has had a 

great deal of experience in dealing with internal displacement. Colombian IDP law is among the 

most developed in the world, and is often cited as an exemplary case of the incorporation of the 

Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement into national law (Carr 2009; Orchard 2010). 

However, the government had never previously had to manage the level of extra-state and 

intercontinental irregular migration that it experienced after 2008.  

To deal with this new level of migration, the Colombian government chose to update its asylum 

law to extend protection to a larger group of people, thereby adding aspects from the Cartagena 
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Declaration (Americas-Miscellaneous 1984), particularly the recognition of refugees fleeing 

persecution from situations of generalized violence and grave disturbances of public order 

(Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores 2009). This update complemented the definition contained 

in the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (UNGA 1951), as amended by its 

1967 Protocol (UNGA 1967). In this paper, I argue that this is one example of a national policy 

(Ecuador’s open borders) directly affecting another country’s policies (Colombia’s update of its 

refugee law). 

 

Sovereignty and irregular migration 

Irregular migration accounts for about 10-15 per cent of all worldwide migration (IOM 2008:1). 

This form of movement is called irregular because persons lack the required documentation to 

travel legally from one place to another, and because it often employs human smugglers and 

traffickers. Although it is very difficult to calculate the magnitude of human smuggling 

worldwide given its clandestine nature (Kyle and Koslowski 2001), sources consider the 

worldwide number of irregular migrants to be over 40 million (Düvell 2011).  

Few political issues are as inextricably linked to sovereignty as migration. The state’s right to 

decide who can enter and remain on its territory is often taken for granted. Therefore, states have 

created a series of policies to keep undesired migrants out in response to pressure by their 

citizens who feel that irregular migration is a direct threat to their sovereignty (Bernstein and 

Weiner 1999). Policies can be used by states as instruments of power by giving the impression of 

being impartial yet, policies express the interests of the state: 

Policies are most obviously political phenomena, yet it is a feature of 

policies that their political nature is disguised by the objective, neutral, 

legal-rational idioms in which they are portrayed. In this guise, policies 

appear mere instruments for promoting efficiency and effectiveness. 

This masking of the political under the cloak of neutrality is a key 

feature of modern power (Shore and Wright 1997:7).  

Therefore, policies are one way in which states exercise sovereignty and pursue their interests. 

Policies regulate what happens within their borders as well as their relations to other states. 

Externally, however, the creation of international organizations like the UN and the signing of 

treaties and conventions, such as the 1951 Convention, are said to undermine sovereignty given 

that they take power away from the state by regulating state practices at the international level. 

In Europe, for example, the fact that states are willing to relinquish their sovereignty in order to 

address irregular migration says a great deal about the importance that they place on this issue: 

The desire to tackle irregular migration is so strong that in Europe, 

states were even prepared to enter into supranational arrangements that 

would compromise their sovereignty. Indeed, concerns over irregular 

migration appear to be the strongest motivation behind the emergence 

of regional and global governance of migration (Düvell 2011:99).  
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It is important to note that while states, at times, relinquish part of their sovereignty this does not 

mean a change in the power of the nation-state “the decline in sovereignty of nation-states, 

however, does not mean that sovereignty as such has declined” (Hardt and Negri 2000). 

Robert C. Smith argues that deterrence policies in the United States have had quite the reverse 

effect of the one intended. Although they are implemented to stop illegal entry, such policies 

cause migrants to attempt repeated crossings until they succeed and compel them to stay even 

longer: “that the law has these particular unintended consequences reflects the reality of the 

inter-American migration system” (Smith 2001:149). Smith further points to the serious increase 

in deaths of border-crossers at the United States-Mexico border. It is difficult to claim that 

migration can ever be fully controlled, especially when the evidence shows that more regulation 

creates more illegal migration. Therefore, “more mobility plus more restrictions equals more 

breaches of migration law” (Jordan and Düvell 2002:3). 

This paper seeks to illustrate the difficult political dynamic created as a result of irregular 

migration by exploring the impact of Ecuador’s changing visa policies on the inflow of irregular 

migrants through Colombia and the media discourse surrounding these issues. Colombian-

Ecuadorian migration patterns are but one example of the flexibility of transit movements, which 

“constantly change paths, points of departure and arrival” (Düvell 2010:8). Once Ecuador 

opened its borders, smuggling networks adjusted their routes in order to take advantage of this 

new development. The removal of visa requirements in Ecuador meant that people could enter 

South America legally, as the previous obstacles of having to arrive irregularly were eliminated. 

The governance of irregular migration has not yet been framed by international norms or 

provided an institutional framework, and remains mostly regional rather than global. 

Nevertheless, scholars have recognized a trend towards its expansion (Düvell 2011:79). Some 

examples of these in Latin America are: the Mexico Plan of Action, the 10-Point Plan of Action, 

the Regional Conference on Migration (Puebla Process), the South American Conference on 

Migration (Lima Process), and the Protocol Against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Air, 

and Sea. Other documents have also addressed irregular migration, including the Cartagena 

Declaration on Refugees and Convention Plus, by seeking to provide protection for irregular 

migrants. One of the ongoing problems is when there are gaps between international policy and 

field operations. The protection documents mentioned above, were not discussed by the media or 

in the interviews. It is possible they are either not broadly known, or locally used outside 

international organizations that facilitated their creation such as UNHCR.  

It has been well documented that containment and restrictionist immigration and asylum policies 

in industrialized countries have a great impact on the incidence of irregular migration. The lack 

of regular channels of migration compels refugees, asylum-seekers, and other migrants to turn to 

irregular migration in their search for safety (Betts 2006; Brolan 2003; Gibney 2010; Feller 

2006; Miller 2001; Troeller 2008; UNHCR 2000; Zetter 1999). This explains the irregular flows 

of migrants, particularly of refugees and asylum-seekers through South America in their attempt 

to seek protection in the United States. 

As noted above, irregular migration is often characterized by its use of human smugglers. People 

smuggling, which is most likely to be used by refugees, is the “illegal facilitation of border 

crossings, but does not as clearly carry implications of abuse and exploitation as does 
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trafficking” (Brolan 2003:578-579). A more precise definition of people smuggling can be found 

in Article 3(a) of the Protocol Against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Air and Sea (which 

supplements the Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime, and was adopted by the 

United Nations in 2000). The Protocol states that the smuggling of migrants is: 

The procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or 

other material benefit, of the illegal entry of a person into a State Party 

of which the person is not a national or a permanent resident. (UNGA 

2000) 

However, this definition lacks any description of the protection challenges associated with it. It 

also seems to lean heavily on a legal orientation, as it permits a swift enforcement of the law, 

clearly pointing out the illegality of the movement, without acknowledging its causes. Therefore, 

it fails to make the governments of industrialized countries accountable for their restrictionist 

policies, only criminalizing people smugglers without addressing the legal and political 

ambiguity in which irregular migrants find themselves. 

 

The migration-asylum nexus 

Another reason why refugees and asylum-seekers resort to the use of irregular migration is 

because international law recognizes the right to seek asylum in Article 14 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UNGA 1948), yet it fails to provide for such a right to be granted. 

Similarly, the 1951 Convention’s definition of persecution is narrow, leaving out other groups, 

including economic migrants. Further, Suhrke argues that since the 1990s the institution of 

asylum itself seems in danger due to high levels of restrictionism (Suhrke 1998). This dynamic is 

further complicated because mixed flows are made up of “different persons with different 

protection needs yet often using the same means of transport and the same service of smugglers” 

(van der Klaauw 2010:59), which leads to a large protection gap, as refugees and asylum-seekers 

are merged together with other migrants, who may not necessarily be in need of international 

protection. 

The dynamic presented above creates a difficulty in differentiating refugees from other migrants. 

The migration-asylum nexus, as the overlap between forced and voluntary migration is also 

known, makes it particularly difficult to “distinguish between asylum and other forms of trans-

border movement … globalization and the impact it has had on the ability to motivate to move 

across borders has created a blurring of the boundaries between these two areas” (Betts 

2009:160). Thus, although distinct labels have been created to differentiate between migrants, it 

has become increasingly harder to divide migrants into separate categories, given that the root 

causes of displacement are often interrelated. 

According to Zolberg (1989), the reason is that international borders maintain global inequality. 

Further: 

It is important to realize that all the movements have common roots, 

and that they are closely interrelated … the upsurge in migration is due 

to rapid processes of economic, demographic, social, political, cultural 
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and environmental change, which arise from decolonization, 

modernization and uneven development (Castles and Miller 2003:152).  

Similarly, “public debate on this issue, often premised on the false assumption that such a clear-

cut division actually exists, aggravates the situation” (Brolan 2003:567). Furthermore, the term 

migrant encompasses a very diverse group of people, including permanent emigrants, settlers, 

temporary workers, professional, trader or business migrants, students, refugees, asylum-seekers, 

and cross-border commuters, these labels are not static, as “people often shift between these 

categories” (Van Hear 1998:41). The implication is that “the line between ‘migrant’ and 

‘refugee’ progressively blurs” (Feller 2006:515). This is also the case in Latin America. 

Increasing flows from Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, contain both refugees and asylum-

seekers. However, because they travel with other migrants, it has become more difficult to 

ascertain who is and who is not in need of international protection. 

 

 

Labelling and categorization of migrants 

 

As pointed out above, some scholars argue that the categorization and labelling of migrants is not 

useful as the root causes of migration tend to be interrelated. The concept of labelling has been 

well developed in refugee studies particularly in the work of Roger Zetter (1991; 2007) who 

argues that the refugee label has been transformed in order to manage migration and: 

Can help to shape an understanding of the public policy responses to 

the globalization of the refugee phenomenon, and the instrumentality of 

the refugee regime in the contemporary world (Zetter 2007:175).  

Scholars and the international refugee regime tend to label different groups of migrants, 

sometimes conceptually, and at other times legally. For example, the 1951 Convention and its 

1967 Protocol legally define refugees while the 1997 Guiding Principles defines IDPs 

conceptually (UNHCR 1998). However, this can be problematic when labels are further 

fragmented to categorize those who either do not fit a label, or who for different reasons are 

excluded from it, as this can create serious protection gaps. 

Nevertheless, refugees do differ from other migrants, as they have a whole international regime 

charged to protect and assist them. Refugees are in need of, and have a legal claim to, 

international protection. They are legally defined in the 1951 Convention and although the 

original definition was expanded in the 1967 Protocol: 

Regardless of the gravity of the reasons an asylum seeker may invoke, 

he or she is not recognized as a refugee and given Convention status 

unless the motivating circumstances of his or her request can be linked 

to the specific criteria of the definition (Brolan 2003:565).  

Therefore, some scholars agree that asylum space has continued to shrink, as states decline to 

receive asylum-seekers compelling them to search for alternative options of migration. 
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Transit migration 

Transit migration is most often mentioned in relation to irregular migration. The concept of 

transit denotes suspension and impermanence and is associated with something temporary. 

Further, “suspension” generally means a “temporary debarment from or cessation of a privilege”, 

thus a transit country becomes a “zone of indistinction” where “people find themselves 

suspended from their juridico-political existence” (Oelgemöller 2011:419). Therefore, the 

implication of this concept, when applied to persons who are migrating from one place to another 

irregularly, is that their rights are also suspended as they become individuals who cannot be 

empirically identified, therefore losing juridico-political recognition, rendering them invisible 

(ibid). 

For the purposes of this paper, I use Papadopoulou’s definition of transit migration, which 

describes it as: 

The situation of indeterminate residence of migrants, legal or illegal, in 

a receiving country, that may or may not develop in further emigration 

according to a combination of structural and individual factors, such as 

the policy framework of the receiving country and the role of 

social/family networks in directing the movement of migrants 

(Papadopoulou 2005:4). 

This definition is adequate because it addresses some of the possible causes of transit migration. 

In addition, it explains that although at times transit migration does lead to onward movement, in 

fact, it may become permanent.  Further, the definition quoted above tries to decriminalize transit 

migrants by not categorizing them as mostly illegal. However, this definition fails to mention 

that transit migrants of this kind lack protection. 

The concept of transit migration can be inconsistent and therefore interpreted in different ways. 

Scholars argue that this concept is also highly politicised, because it is “closely related to 

political motivations” (Düvell 2010:2). Since transit migration affects the countries of transit and 

of destination, the two have a great interest in tackling it by means of policy, particularly in 

trying to curtail migratory flows through their territory (as in the case of Ecuador presented in 

Chapter 3), or in attempting to expand protection (as the case of Colombia presented in Chapter 

4).  

Düvell notes that transit countries experience tremendous amounts of pressure from destination 

countries. He shows how the measures taken by European Union (EU) member countries 

“represent cornerstones of a policy of containing migration flows”, and  further explains that “as 

a consequence, responsibility for preventing migrants unwanted in the EU from entering its 

territory has been shifted towards non-EU countries”  (Düvell 2010:6). He argues that all these 

initiatives and the many actors involved in combating transit migration in Europe are evidence 

that it has become a top policy objective. This is not the case in Latin America at this point in 

time but an increasing trend in international interest suggests that this process is well underway. 

One such example is the International Meeting on Refugee Protection, Statelessness and Mixed 

Migration Movements in the Americas held by UNHCR in Brazil in November 2010, in which 

18 Latin American nations (including Ecuador and Colombia) adopted the Brasilia Declaration 
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on the Protection of Refugees and Stateless Persons in the Americas (Americas-Miscellaneous 

2010). The document was hailed as setting a “valuable international precedent” by High 

Commissioner Guterres, as he encouraged governments in other regions to “take note of the 

pioneering leadership that has been shown by Latin America” in issuing this Declaration.
1
  

As for the causes and patterns of transit migration, “‘porous borders,’ lax entry controls and 

liberal visa regulations and ‘geographic position’ at the crossroads between east and west” are, 

according to Düvell, the “most frequently cited” (Düvell 2010:8).  This is well illustrated by the 

case of transit migration through Colombia caused by the lifting of Ecuador’s visa requirements 

for tourists. As evidence suggests that restrictionist policies encourage migrants to use irregular 

migration in order to reach their destinations, the implication is that the policies of destination 

countries contribute to transit migration “thus, transit migration is a strategic response to the 

constantly changing control regime and part of the complex interaction between migrant’s 

autonomy and states sovereignty” (ibid).  

This could be interpreted as a tension between the migrant as a subject or as an object. The 

transit migrant can either be seen as an agent who has made a deliberate choice to move in this 

way, or as someone who has become the victim of smugglers:  

Whilst preventing and combating irregular migration are the dominant 

themes in global governance, ‘shocking images of migrants in distress’ 

have also triggered growing international concern with the human 

rights of irregular immigrants (Düvell 2010:97).  

This exposes a tension between these two manners of viewing irregular migrants, each of which 

has an effect on the discourses created by the media, the perceptions of the public, and the 

policies created and implemented by states, as will be demonstrated in the case studies. 

 

Secondary movement, criminalization, and delegitimization  

Given this growing concern, some countries have attempted to be better prepared to deal with 

irregular migrants, particularly acknowledging that these flows contain refugees and asylum-

seekers in need of international protection. For instance in Colombia, some irregular migrants 

claim and are granted asylum, thereby becoming recognized refugees. According to UNHCR 

officials in Colombia, there are currently about 300 refugees in the country (Corrigan 2011). 

Government officials believe African migrants in particular use asylum as a tool to receive a 

salvoconducto (pass) that allows them to travel freely within the state, thus enabling them to gain 

access to border areas and subsequently cross them (DAS 2011). This illustrates the problem of 

irregular secondary movement, which is described as: 

The movement of a refugee, whether formally identified as such or not, 

from a first asylum country to a self-selected second asylum country 

without the requisite authorization documents for entry (Feller 

2006:530).  

                                                      
1 For further information please see: http://www.unhcr.org/4cdd4dc09.html 
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Even UNHCR points to the dangers posed by such secondary movements: 

As with any irregular movements, secondary movements can raise the 

spectre of transnational criminal and terrorist networks. States have 

expressed concern that secondary movements of refugees feed the 

human smuggling and trafficking industries, and make it much more 

difficult to manage their asylum systems. These movements have led 

states to adopt mechanisms such as increased border controls, 

prolonged detention, deportation and refoulement (UNHCR 2009:143). 

Secondary movement is perceived to be a problem by Colombian authorities, who believe that if 

someone claims asylum in their territory but later moves to a different destination as a bogus 

asylum-seeker abusing the asylum system. Yet, it must be noted that local conditions also 

contribute to onward migration (Düvel 2010). Research suggests that onward movement is also 

caused by a lack of social, economic, and legal opportunities in the Country of First Arrival  

(Jordan and Düvell 2002). Colombia’s social and security problems, particularly the high number 

of IDPs, might have an influence in migrants’ desire to continue their journey North.  

This type of movement is a source of increasing concern to the international community, as it 

shows the shortcomings of the refugee regime and the inadequacy of the protection available to 

forced migrants. Further,  

Irregular secondary movements of people feed the smuggling industry, 

contribute to a growth in illegal or irregular entry, encourage ever 

tighter border control mechanisms and can lead, as a result, to 

diminished possibilities for refugees to find adequate protection (Feller 

2006:531).  

Therefore, irregular migration more generally uncovers and confirms the shortcomings of the 

global migration system. Additionally, secondary movements and the use of irregular migration 

have the effect of criminalizing and delegitimizing the plight of migrants. It has been argued that 

refugees are increasingly seen as illegal immigrants who are perceived “as someone who has 

turned to criminals for help and hence a law and order problem” (Feller 2006:519). This creates 

mistrust and leads to the fear of unscrupulous persons abusing the asylum system. This growing 

concern among states that irregular migrants are taking advantage of the asylum system allows 

them to legitimize their restrictionist policies by claiming that there is “wide abuse of the asylum 

system” (Gibney, 2010:51). The media, as will be demonstrated in the case study chapters, often 

fuels this mistrust by creating certain discourses around irregular migration. 

UNHCR has also pointed to this phenomenon of criminalization: 

With regular arrival routes closed, many refugees are turning to 

smugglers to reach safety … asylum seekers who resort to human 

smugglers seriously compromise their claims in the eyes of many 

states. When combined with the increased tendency of states to detain 

asylum seekers, the effect is to stigmatize further asylum seekers in the 

public mind as criminals (UNHCR 2000:155-156). 
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Thus, human smuggling arouses suspicions criminalizing and delegitimizing irregular migrants’ 

claims. Brolan explains why states create and implement highly restrictive policies: 

States justify investing in measures to prevent ‘improperly documented 

arrivals’ by identifying such arrivals as a threat to their stability. Yet, in 

doing so, states build somewhat perverse barriers: barriers that are ill-

defined and that do not distinguish between those seeking economic 

betterment and those in genuine need of asylum, although … modern 

migratory patterns do make it increasingly difficult to distinguish 

between the various groups on the move (Brolan 2003:574).  

Despite the intensive efforts undertaken by states to control migration, the public perceives 

migration as being out of control (Castles 2004). The case studies in later chapters present the 

argument that the media facilitates this perception, by engaging in a broad-base analysis of 

media representations of irregular migrants in Colombia and Ecuador.  

 

The case of South America 

Irregular migration flows have been extensively researched particularly from northern Africa to 

Europe and from Mexico to the United States. The case of South America has been generally 

neglected despite the increase in these flows, especially those originating in Africa, the Middle 

East and Asia, particularly China, with a few exceptions mentioning flows through Colombia 

and Ecuador (Chin 1999).  

UNHCR started acknowledging this new migration dynamic through the region in 2010: 

The region is receiving an increasing number of asylum-seekers, often 

mixed with economic migrants, particularly from the Horn of Africa 

and the Middle East, which is posing new challenges to already fragile 

asylum systems (UNHCR 2011) 

Both, Colombia and Ecuador are parties to the 1951 Convention and “have also included in their 

internal regulations, the regional refugee definition proposed by the 1984 Cartagena Declaration” 

(ibid). 

Irregular and forced migration are not new phenomena in Latin America. For decades 

Colombians, Ecuadorians and other Latin Americans alike have used what is locally known as el 

hueco or ‘the hole.’ El hueco is the term used when referring to the irregular crossing of the 

Mexico-United States border. Forced migration is also endemic in Colombia, as it currently 

holds the second largest population of IDPs in the world, surpassed only by Sudan (UNHCR 

2010). Ecuador also has a long history of migration given that it lost an estimated 25 per cent of 

its citizens after an unprecedented financial crisis hit the nation in 1998 and many chose to 

migrate to the U.S. and Europe. 

I chose the two case studies due the link they share. In its new 2008 Constitution Ecuador 

established a right to human mobility. Article 40 of the Constitution states “it is recognized that 

people have a right to migrate. No human being will be identified or considered as illegal due to 
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their migratory condition” (República del Ecuador 2008). As a result, in June 2008, Ecuador 

eliminated visa requirements for citizens of all nations who wished to stay in Ecuador for up to 

90 days. As a consequence, thousands of persons arrived in Ecuador legally, but were then aided 

by smuggling rings to cross the border into neighbouring countries, particularly Colombia, with 

the intention to continue North to the United States.  

Ecuador’s history has been characterized by high levels of political instability, particularly in the 

post-1997 period when then president Abdala Bucaram was removed from office due to 

corruption charges. Between 1997 and 2007 Ecuador had 11 presidents, which, coupled with a 

deep financial crisis, drove the country into great economic and political uncertainty. In January 

2007, President Rafael Correa took office, and his socialist government currently maintains close 

ties with Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez and Bolivia’s Evo Morales. Correa promoted the creation of 

Ecuador’s 2008 constitution; the 20
th

 such constitution in the country’s history, and one of the 

longest constitutions in the world (Jordan-Tobar and Panchana-Macay 2009). 

In an interview with the author, the Consul of Ecuador in London, Fidel Narváez, stated that the 

new constitution is at the “cutting edge” in terms of migration, as it responds to a necessity that 

has important consequences for the country (Narváez 2011). At the end of the 1990s and early 

2000s, and as a direct cause of the severe economic crisis, there was an unprecedented migratory 

exodus from Ecuador to other countries, particularly to the United States and Europe, especially 

Spain (Jokish and Pribilsky 2002). The total number of people who left Ecuador during the years 

following the crisis is contested: In an interview with the author, Narváez stated that during a 

period of approximately ten years, between 20 and 25 per cent of Ecuador’s population 

emigrated to Europe and the United States; Hall estimates the number to be 15 per cent or about 

two million of its citizens in 2005 (Hall 2005); and the World Bank estimates that in 2010 the 

stock of emigrants as percentage of population to be about 8 per cent (World Bank 2011).  

However, one thing is certain: This emigration had important social consequences, including the 

rupture of families, as well as economic consequences, such as remittances becoming the second 

largest source of income for the country after oil (Hall 2005; Calero et al. 2008). According to 

Narváez, there is hardly an Ecuadorian who does not have a friend or family member that lives in 

another country (Narváez 2011). This fact might account for the media’s keen interest in 

reporting on migration issues, from cases of irregular migrants found at sea or in national 

territory, to reports on general migration trends affecting not just Latin America, but also the rest 

of the world. 

Although this out-migration inspired the inclusion of the right to migrate in the 2008 

constitution, a right to human mobility also espouses cosmopolitan ideals of universal 

citizenship. Thus, even though the right was meant as a political statement to countries with high 

numbers of Ecuadorians, its implications went beyond the country’s borders and affected 

migration patterns in the region. Article 40 of this constitution states, “No human being will be 

considered illegal due to their migratory condition” (República del Ecuador 2008). This addition 

to the constitution is an expression of Ecuador’s views on migration. Given that the country had 

been so hard-hit by this emigration, it looked to be as inclusive possible with its citizens abroad 

seeking to use the principle of reciprocity to benefit Ecuadorian citizens residing irregularly 

overseas. Nevertheless, due to the implications of this right, particularly the opening of 

Ecuador’s borders, Narváez acknowledged that embracing this universal value created 
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“controversy and complications” (Narváez 2011), due to the increase of irregular migration 

through the region.  

This issue became so important that in September 2010, Ecuador changed its immigration policy 

and re-introduced visa requirements for citizens of countries with a high incidence of irregular 

migration through the region, namely: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, China, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, 

Nepal, Nigeria, Pakistan and Somalia (Narvaéz 2011). The reasons for this will be further 

explored in Chapter 3. 

The financial crisis also brought about a considerable loss of confidence in the media, as some 

media outlets were owned by failed bankers that had failed to alert the population about the 

crisis. Furthermore, Correa’s government established an important state presence in the media 

sector. Despite all this, media scholars acknowledge that newspapers in Ecuador currently have 

the largest influence on public opinion (Jordan-Tobar and Panchana-Macay 2009), which 

demonstrates the relevance of discourse analysis in examining public perceptions on this topic.  

The intersection between media and politics is relevant given the discourse analysis offered in 

the next chapters. The extent to which the media influences politics is still contested between 

those who argue for the media’s power to “move and shake governments” (Cohen 1994:9), and 

those who maintain that the media has very little effect on policy (Bennett 1990; Hallin 1986). 

The case studies will maintain a middle-ground, as it is more appropriate to analyse the cases of 

Ecuador and Colombia using the framework of “mediatisation”, which explains how political 

institutions are increasingly dependent on and shaped by mass media, while still controlling its 

own political processes and functions (Mazzoleni and Schultz 1999). 

Opening the borders in Ecuador did not just have an impact on migration to Ecuador, but also 

had a tremendous impact on its neighbouring country, Colombia. The exact scale of the upsurge 

remains unknown, as irregular migration is, in itself, difficult to measure due to the fact that it is 

meant to occur undetected. The UNHCR in Colombia claims not to have any official statistics on 

irregular migration flows through the country but acknowledges noticing an increasing trend in 

irregular migration and said that between 2005 and early 2008 they dealt with about 70-80 cases 

per year, but that during the second half of 2008, the rate increased to about 300 per year 

(Corrigan 2011).  

The table overleaf shows Colombian government figures on the number of asylum claims 

received between 2003 and 2010, as well as a spike in 2009: 
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Table 1: Number of asylum applications in Colombia from 2003 to 2010: 

 

Year Number of Applications 

2003 13 

2004 32 

2005 55 

2006 64 

2007 127 

2008 73 

2009 334 

2010 131 

 

Although the numbers seem to be low in comparison to other cases of refugee-receiving 

countries, for a country like Colombia with an estimated number of IDPs of between 3 and 5 

million, this creates a further burden that other countries may not experience. 

The Foreign Ministry (Cancillería) also acknowledged that it is highly probable that mixed 

migratory flows through Colombian territory contain refugees and asylum-seekers. On account 

of this new migration through Colombia, the government decided to update its refugee law on 19 

November  2009. The new law, Decree 4503, not only replaced the previous law, but also 

expanded its refugee definition by taking into account the Cartagena Declaration and including 

generalized violence, foreign aggression, internal conflict, massive violations of human rights, as 

well as disturbing the public order. This provides evidence of the direct link between Ecuador’s 

open borders and the increase in migration flows through Colombia.  

Colombia’s decision to update its refugee law is difficult to explain, given that most countries 

might do the opposite and implement more restrictionist policies in an effort to curtail irregular 

migration flows through their territory. Colombia’s response might be explained in two ways: 

Firstly, Colombia has the second largest IDP population in the world (UNHCR 2010). This fact 

might arguably have an effect on the way in which the government deals with other forced 

migrants, i.e. it demonstrates its pro-activity in situations of forced migration. Secondly, 

Colombia is itself a “producer”  of refugees, as IDPs increasingly try to flee the country by 

crossing the border into neighbouring countries, particularly Ecuador (Ceballos Medina 2010). 

Therefore, this might be Colombia’s manner of instituting a type of regional burden-sharing in 

which it acknowledges its position as a “producer” of forced migrants and therefore, as it has no 

valid claim to close its borders but instead chooses to expand its protection framework. 

Colombia’s legal response to internal displacement has very often been hailed as an example. 

Colombian IDP law, Law 387, “has one of the most encompassing legal frameworks for IDP 

protection” (Orchard 2010:296), “not only does the law provide comprehensive cover for most if 

not all the principles, it also provides extensive provisions for the development of governmental 

entities responsible for its implementation” (Carr 2009:38). Further, Colombia allows and 

promotes the participation of IDP communities and organizations through PIUs –Plan Integrado 

Unico de Atención a la Población Desplazada— or Unique Integrated Plan of Attention to the 

Displaced Population, which aim to be “participatory mechanisms by bringing together all the 
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key players, government and non-government, local and international and, most importantly, the 

displaced population to make assistance to the displaced more efficient, integral, coordinated, 

and effective” (Wagner 2010:56). 

Colombia has created a very extensive IDP law (Carr 2009; Orchard 2010) and participatory 

mechanisms of implementation, and has been confronted with irregular migration flows starting 

in Ecuador. However, the state, instead of creating restrictionist policies to prevent them, 

updated its refugee law in order to attempt to provide better protection and to portray a certain 

image to the outside world that will legitimize it as a liberal democratic state, which goes to great 

lengths to protect and respect human rights. This is particularly important because of Colombia’s 

image as a violence-torn country and its history of internal conflict.  

This does not mean that all irregular migrants are welcome in Colombia. As was pointed to in the 

previous chapter onward secondary movement presents a problem as it delegitimizes refugees 

and asylum-seekers’ rightful claims. Some irregular migrants who request and are granted 

asylum in Colombia decide to move onward irregularly to reach the United States, and are 

therefore believed to be bogus asylum-seekers, thus arousing suspicion on those that follow in 

their footsteps, which in turn creates a large protection gap. An interview with a DAS
2
 official 

revealed that DAS officers feel frustrated and “impotent” as they feel that many migrants are 

criminals because they broke Colombia’s immigration law by arriving illegally in the country. 

Also the interviewed DAS officer argued that many irregular migrants who pass through 

Colombia have experienced “judicial problems”, meaning they have a criminal past. This 

coupled with onward movement creates a general sense of mistrust. Further, tensi ons exist 

between DAS and UNHCR, given that once UNHCR steps in to assist migrants, DAS loses all 

jurisdiction: “ACNUR no permite la involucración del DAS” (UNHCR does not allow the 

involvement of DAS) (DAS 2011). 

This tension might be explained by the migration-asylum nexus, which makes it very difficult to 

know with certainty who is in need of international protection under refugee law and who is not. 

In light of the fact that irregular migrants are part of mixed flows containing refugees, asylum-

seekers, economic migrants, and others, it is hard for Colombian officials and UNHCR to know 

under whose jurisdiction they fall, which might explain the tensions between the two entities. 

This tension is highly counterproductive and creates a large protection gap. DAS officials believe 

that irregular migrants are trained to ask for UNHCR as soon as they are discovered, because 

according to them, this is the only way to avoid detention and ultimately deportation (DAS 

2011).  

This example provides a gateway to understanding the role of UNHCR in irregular and mixed 

migration flows. UNHCR has expressed an increasing interest in this issue, especially since High 

Commissioner Guterres has tried to expand the persons of concern to include the broad category 

of “people on the move.” In November 2010, UNHCR’s Director of International Protection, 

Volker Türk, made the introductory remarks at the International Meeting on Refugee Protection, 

                                                      
2
 The DAS (Departamento Administrativo de Seguridad) is Colombia’s intelligence agency, which is also charged 

with migration control. 
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Statelessness and Mixed Migration Movements in the Americas, expressing his concern about 

the illegitimate use of the asylum system: 

A particular manifestation of the mixed migration issue is the use of 

asylum systems by migrants and the arrival of asylum-seekers and 

refugees from outside the continent – so-called ‘extra-continental’ or 

‘extra-regional’ movers. The issue has also been recognized, among 

others, by the OAS and the Puebla Process. One way to address 

concerns regarding the integrity of the asylum process in light of such 

movements has been the setting up of a profiling and referral 

mechanism to discourage manifestly unfounded asylum applications, 

without prejudice to the individual’s protection needs or the principle of 

confidentiality (Türk 2010). 

This statement shows that even UNHCR has fallen victim to the migration-asylum nexus and is 

seeking to protect the refugee regime against “unfounded asylum applications.” 

In 2006, UNHCR introduced a 10-Point Plan on Refugee Protection and Mixed Migration to 

protect irregular migrants. The plan’s collaborative approach has been essential (van der Klaauw 

2010), given that irregular migration affects different countries within its travel routes, including 

countries of origin, transit and destination. 

The plan is a step in the right direction to ensure the protection of refugees within mixed 

migration flows, and it helps to develop institutional and legislative frameworks in countries that 

deal with these movements (van del Klaauw). However, it is mostly geared toward assistance 

and protection instead of prevention, rendering it insufficient. Failing to address the underlying 

root causes of irregular movement, including restrictionist policies, relieves industrialized states 

of their share of responsibility. The emphasis on state sovereignty is put in direct tension with 

global responsibilities. According to van der Klaauw, state efforts to reduce irregular movements 

have created restrictions on access to asylum and to their territory. He further explains that the 

tension between regional and global responsibilities shows that:  

The development of the EU asylum instruments is an example of how, 

in a context of increasing migration pressures, a certain erosion of 

international standards on refugee protection has taken place (van der 

Klaauw 2010:63). 

 

Case study: Ecuador 

The importance of discourse lies in the fact that “how we perceive and understand an issue 

affects how we act on it” (Hammerstad 2011:240). Therefore, the following two chapters will 

provide a critical discourse analysis (CDA) of news articles mostly from the Colombian and 

Ecuadorian media.  

The theory behind CDA posits that discourses are shaped by society, while at the same time 

discourses shape society. Taking into account this dynamic relationship, it is important to try to 

understand how persons, events and phenomena are named and referred to linguistically. What 
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characteristics, qualities and features are attributed to social actors, phenomena and processes? 

And what arguments are employed in the discourse in question? (Khosravinik 2009). 

As stated in Chapter 1, this thesis argues that media discourses have a role in legitimizing the use 

of restrictive policies in order to strengthen the state’s claims of sovereignty by exercising its 

right to decide who to allow into its territory, even when that state provides a constitutional right 

to migration, and has an active desire to keep its border open, as in the case of Ecuador.  

This chapter will provide an analysis of discursive trends that emerge from media articles dealing 

with migration issues, with an emphasis on reports related to Ecuador’s open border policy, and 

United States-Ecuador tensions stemming from migration issues. The analysis is based on a total 

of 66 newspaper articles, 40 of them published during the time of open borders and reinstatement 

of visas for citizens of Afghanistan, Bangladesh, China, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Nepal, Nigeria, 

Pakistan and Somalia, between the years of 2008 and 2011, and 26 articles published between 

2002 and 2007.  

All articles were published by El Universo (www.eluniverso.com), Ecuador’s second highest 

national circulation newspaper.  The reason for choosing this publication rather than the most 

widely read Ecuadorian newspaper, Extra, is because it focuses on murder, eroticism and sports 

and has a highly sensationalist approach on various issues. Due to the fact that the Colombian 

newspapers used in the second case study are more traditional and mostly focus on news, I chose 

to use a similar newspaper with similar readerships in order to carry out a more adequate, 

balanced and relevant comparison. 

Although most of the analysis bases itself on the articles published between 2008 and 2011, other 

articles published between 2002 and 2007 serve to provide context to the later ones. During the 

early years, El Universo’s coverage of migration issues focused mainly on individual cases of 

irregular migrants and the dynamics of Coyotismo, as human smuggling is often referred to. The 

paper also focused on structural and political aspects of migration, for instance the fact that a 

report showed an increase in inter-American migration flows (EU0603)
3
, and covering a story 

demonstrating that clandestine immigrants had reached over three per cent of the population of 

the United States (EU0104).  

An analysis of the articles revealed that the Ecuadorian media has given broad coverage to 

immigration issues. This can be explained by Ecuador’s immigration history, which was likely to 

spark the local population’s interest in migration issues, even before the government opened its 

borders to foreigners on 20 June 2008. However, a spike in the number of articles published in 

2010 suggests that the issue of open borders was nonetheless controversial. Although Ecuador 

lifted visa requirements for all those wishing to travel to Ecuador and stays of up to 90 days in 

2008, media coverage of this issue did significantly increase.  

By far the highest number of articles, doubling the previous highest numbers of reports in 2008, 

were published in 2010, the year in which Ecuador reinstated visas for ten countries deemed to 

be the countries of origin of most irregular migrants passing through the region on their way to 

the United States. This indicates that the Ecuadorian media was keen on presenting its views to 

                                                      
3
 The first two letters refer to the source: EU-El Universo. The four numbers stand for the month and year of 

publication, June 2003. 
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the public during that period of transition and policy changes. Therefore, analysing the media 

coverage during this particularly important time of immigration policy changes helps us to 

understand how these changes were portrayed in the national media and perceived by the public. 

Largely, the articles focus on general migration trends, isolated incidents of irregular migrants 

who were discovered by local authorities, as well as stories about irregular migrants breaking the 

law, more specifically Africans who were in one way or another involved with drug trafficking 

and sales. 

During the years of policy change the paper maintained a keen interest in reporting on irregular 

migrants found by authorities, as well as on the dynamics of irregular migration, citing trends, 

costs and generally framing it as a problem. The reports are broad given that they tend to focus 

on all of Latin America, and not merely on Ecuador. Reports include stories of irregular migrants 

found in Costa Rica (EU0609), El Salvador (EU0909), Colombia (EU1109), Mexico (EU0610), 

and Central America in general (EU0408).  

The analysis of the articles revealed that there is a generalized notion that the final destination for 

all migrants was the United States. Although sources are not often cited, when they are, the 

information is credited to the migrants themselves. 

The discourse analysis points to the fact that this migration discourse criminalizes two particular 

groups of migrants: The Chinese in particular and Africans in general. Reports discussing 

Chinese migrants highlighted the fact that they did not want to stay in Ecuador but rather to 

continue to the United States; that they are not there as mere tourists or to conduct business but 

that there were criminals among their ranks. With regard to African migrants, most articles 

reporting on them accused them as being “mules”, drug traffickers and bringing crime to 

Ecuador.  

The changing nature of Ecuador’s visa policies is well reported by El Universo. In February 

2004 the newspaper alerted readers to the fact that since 2001 Ecuador required visas for 27 

countries. Concerning the visa policy changes of 2008, the paper reported that the rationale 

behind the changes was to “put into practice the principle of free movement of people” 

(EU0608) and that its aim was to strengthen relations between Ecuador and other nations of the 

world, as well as to promote tourism. In an interview with the author, the Ecuadorian Consul in 

London explained that although the visa system is customarily established by the principle of 

reciprocity, meaning that countries only ask visas from the citizens of countries that require visas 

for their own citizens, opening the borders was not intended to promote tourism, and in fact 

according to him, it did not lead to a rise in tourism.  

An analysis of the first article does not suggest that the language used is meant as anything more 

that to provide information. However, the second article published 11 days later, takes a slightly 

different tone as it addresses concerns of abuse of the new measures by drug and human 

traffickers. The article cites the Minister of Tourism, Verónica Sión, as not concerned about 

abuses linked with “illicit ends” (EU0608). The article suggests that future data might lead to 

changes in the policy: “The institutions involved with migration policies will follow-up and 

evaluate the situation before establishing new controls” ( (ibid). 
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Within the same thread of articles discussing this topic, an article published in October 2008 

reassures readers that Ecuador will control the entrance of foreigners through a hi-tech finger 

printing system: “the fingerprints will be compared with international databases in such a way 

that a suspect can be detained or subjected to surveillance during his/her stay in Ecuador”  

(EU1008). This shows an increased concern with the possibility that open borders might attract 

criminals. The implication is that every migrant is a potential criminal who should be under 

suspicion in order to prevent crime from occurring in Ecuador.  

An additional article in this thread regarding visa changes published in November 2008 reports 

on the unhappiness of the Chinese community in Ecuador, who demand the re-establishment of 

visas for their fellow Chinese citizens. The news piece alerts to the fact that from January to 

September of the same year 10,563 Chinese entered the country but only 4,829 returned to 

China. Media like to uses large numbers which tend to suggest a large problem (Best 2001). The 

article cites the Chinese Ambassador to Ecuador as calling for a re-instatement of the visas for 

his compatriots given that “not all those who come are tourists, merchants, business people or 

investors” (EU1108). This reflects an increasing trend in a sense of alarm being progressively 

built into the reporting about the open borders policy in Ecuador. 

Another example of this alarmist trend is an article published on the same day as the previous 

one, which dealt with Chinese migrants. The paper informs readers that the percentage of arrivals 

of Chinese citizens to Ecuador had increased by 500 per cent due to the elimination of the visa 

requirement for foreigners. The article also states that an average of 16 Chinese entered the 

country per day but argues that this number increased to 78 per day. The newspaper cites a 

Judicial Police Investigator as stating that the main objective of the migrants is to reach the 

United States and not to visit Ecuador. The article further states that the country is an ‘open door’ 

for human smuggling and mentions that keeping open borders allows the entry of “all kinds of 

Chinese, even delinquents” (EU1108). The use of the word ‘delinquent’ is a clear example of the 

kinds of criminalization Chinese and African migrants are subject to in the media discourse.  

The media’s involvement in immigration matters, particularly in the criminalization of foreigners 

seems to have had an impact on the opinion of the public, but limiting the argument to just that 

would be to simplify it. There is a much more dynamic relationship taking place, in which media 

immigration discourse and society shape each other and thus put pressure on the government to 

change its policies. This is not meant to be a deterministic argument, as outside, as well as inside, 

pressures drove Ecuador to reinstate visas for citizens of countries deemed to have a high 

number of migrants using Ecuador as a “spring board” to reach the United States irregularly. 

This criminalization of migrants serves to legitimize restrictionist policies. 

Once visas were reinstated for 10 countries in 2010, the media reported that the reason for doing 

so was to “stop the illegal entry of persons to Ecuador to prevent it from becoming a transit 

country for international networks of people trafficking and smuggling” (EU0910). Just four 

days after this article, another one was published quoting Chancellor Kintto Lucas as saying: 

Somehow it was detected that those countries were smuggling through 

Ecuador. Human trafficking is one of the things that we are not going to 

allow, beyond the fact that we allow human mobility” (EU0910).  
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The same article quotes an ‘internationalist’ as saying that opening the border was the “worst 

error committed in the migration policy implemented in recent years.”  

Beside these internal pressures, Ecuadorian media also reported on external pressures, 

particularly on the part of the United States. In December 2010, El Universo published an article 

about the Wikileaks scandal, reporting that the United States was unhappy with Ecuador’s open 

border policies. The article also states that one particular cable discussed a conversation by then 

U.S. Ambassador to Ecuador, Linda Jewel, expressing her concern about the impact of 

Ecuador’s open border policy on her country (EU1210). 

This analytical thread of United States pressure on Ecuador’s migration policies and their 

representations in the media goes back to 2003, when an article outlining a cooperation 

agreement signed by the United States and Ecuador. Ecuador is said to have received 

US$15,752,000 to combat drug trafficking and human smuggling under this agreement: 

“including migratory controls is an initiative of both governments, which can be explained by the 

high indicators of illegal migration that are registered from and to Ecuador” (EU1003). This is 

interesting given that it presents an example of Brolan’s argument that transit countries are 

known to receive: 

Financial and other assistance from prospective destination countries in 

order to enable them to detect, detain, and remove persons suspected of 

having the intention to enter the country of destination in an irregular 

manner (Brolan 2003:575). 

During the following year, the press picked up on more tensions on immigration issues between 

Ecuador and the United States. One articl describes American threats to withdraw USAID 

support if Ecuador did not create a plan to combat human trafficking and smuggling within 60 

days. The article states that Ecuador was classified as a country of origin, transit and destination, 

while being “one of the countries in the world that do not meet the minimum norms for the 

elimination of human smuggling” (EU0604). Two months later, an article was published under 

the title: “Ecuador seeks to stop human trafficking/smuggling and please the U.S.” (EU0804). 

The title is telling because the use of the word complacer or ‘to please’ can be interpreted as a 

manifestation of Ecuador’s subservience toward the United States. The article states the 

country’s plans to combat human trafficking and smuggling through its territory, including a 

modernization of the legal framework. 

According to later articles, Ecuador’s attempts to “please” the United States were unsuccessful, 

El Universo reported that Washington gave Ecuador another warning involving the creation of 

sanctions in non-humanitarian and non-commercial aid due to its “insufficient participation in 

the international campaign against human trafficking and smuggling” (EU0605). 

Finally, in 2010 after reports of an agreement between IOM and Ecuador to combat human 

trafficking and smuggling (EU0909), an article published in 2010 indicates that Ecuador had 

demonstrated “significant efforts” in combating irregular migration, although it had not entirely 

complied with the “fight against human trafficking/smuggling” (EU0610). 

What this analysis shows are some of the practical implications of opening borders and its 

relation to the politics of border management at the regional level. After 11 September 2001, the 
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European Union, and particularly the United States, started to secure their borders at an 

unprecedented level (Jordan and Düvell 2002). Therefore, its involvement in Ecuadorian 

immigration policies and practices can be explained given that immigration is a matter of 

national security as far as the United States was concerned.  

 

Case Study: Colombia 

Research and fieldwork for this paper revealed that although irregular migration is not a much-

talked-about issue in Colombia, and most people were unaware of it, the Colombian media has 

picked up on it, and reported incidents in which irregular migrants were found in lorries, boats 

and in hotels in different parts of the country. In contrast, Ecuadorian newspaper analysed a wide 

variety of migration issues. The media’s interest in this topic is of great importance in this 

context as there is no existing academic literature that directly deals with this particular topic.   

The Colombian case study is based on the discourse analysis of 23 newspaper articles published 

between 1993 and 2010. The articles were obtained from three main sources, namely: El 

Colombiano (EC), El Espectador (EE) and El Tiempo (ET). These sources were combined given 

the small number of reports on irregular migration. 

Each publication was chosen for a specific reason. El Tiempo has the largest circulation of any 

newspaper in the country, with a readership of 1,098,000. It is also the owner of the most visited 

Colombian Internet website, www.eltiempo.com.co. El Espectador is one of the oldest 

newspapers in Colombia and has the second largest readership with 687,000 readers. Finally, El 

Colombiano, with an audience of 323,000 readers, was selected due to the fact that it is the 

regional newspaper of Antioquia’s capital Medellín but is circulated nationwide (Arango Forero, 

et al 2009). Antioquia is important because most irregular migrants use it to continue onwards to 

Central America as it borders Panama and provides easy access to both the Atlantic and Pacific 

oceans.  

Before delving into the discourse analysis it is important to address the Colombian context and 

history, in order to better understand the interactions between the media, politics, and their 

discourses of irregular migration. 

Colombia’s history has been characterized by periods of violence, despite having the longest-

standing and most stable democracy in the region. Colombia’s politics have been dominated by 

the two main parties, Conservadores and Liberales. The period known as La Violencia, which 

took place between 1946 and 1957 was characterized by political partisanship and was fuelled by 

the assassination of Jorge Eliécer Gaitán (a key Liberal leader). This period ended when both 

parties agreed to share power in 1957, but 200,000 people had been killed by that time (Bushnell 

1993). This agreement excluded left-wing parties which then decided to take up arms. In order to 

finance their insurgency, the excluded groups turned to the international drug trade. Arnson and 

Whitfield argue “the sources of intractability that have caused the conflict to continue and grow 

have superseded the issues that spurred the conflict in the first place” (Arnson and Whitfield 

2005:239). They believe that one of the most important sources of intractability is “the 

transformation of illegal armed actors, both guerrillas and paramilitaries, by the abundance of 
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resources available to them, principally but not exclusively as a result of the illegal trade in 

narcotics” (Arnson and Whitfield 2005:242). 

This internal conflict has created a serious problem of forced migration in Colombia, which now 

hosts the second largest IDP population in the world after Sudan (UNHCR 2010). Although the 

number of IDPs in Colombia is contested, it is estimated that 3 to 5 million Colombians are 

internally displaced.
4
  

In Chapter 2, I argued that the ways in which Colombia deals with problems stemming from the 

inside (internal displacement and refugee flows) frames how it deals with problems coming from 

the outside (irregular migration flows from Ecuador). The fact that Colombia reacted to irregular 

migration flows from Ecuador by updating its refugee law, instead of creating restrictionist 

policies, can be explained by its experience with forced migration, particularly its IDP law and 

participatory mechanisms of implementation, which allows it to foster an international image 

that is consistent with liberal democratic values and politics.  

There are several differences between the journalistic treatment of migration issues in Ecuador 

and Colombia. For instance, Ecuador’s media reported much more often and on a wider range of 

migration issues, therefore it was possible to distinguish trends and threads through time. The 

Colombian media, on the other hand, does not report on migration nearly as often as Ecuador’s 

and its scope is much narrower, focusing almost exclusively on individual cases of persons found 

migrating irregularly through the Colombian territory.  

The earliest article dates back to February 1993, and reports on the dismantling of an “intricate 

network of immigrants who used Colombia as a transit location to the United States” (ET0293). 

The article reveals that human smuggling to the United States was not a new phenomenon and 

that smuggling rings already had well-established connections and routes through Colombia. A 

decade later, an editorial piece surfaced stating that the irregular Chinese migrants are “not 

delinquents, and they cannot be treated as such.” Furthermore, the writer argues that illegal 

immigrants should “move” us (conmovernos), while crediting this type of migration to global 

inequalities. This tone of sympathy is recurrent in the articles analysed, which refer to irregular 

migrants as “humble youth who long for the American dream” (ET0505), and “victims of 

smuggling networks” (EE0708). Over 30 per cent of articles used language that elicited 

sympathy for smuggled migrants.  

The description of migrants is characterized by the repeated use of the word “illegal,” which is 

generally accompanied by the nationality of the irregular migrant and the number of migrants 

involved. This use of language is hardly new, as previous research in the European context shows 

that “one of the most common ways of describing refugees in the News Corpus is by providing a 

pre-modifying quantification” (Baker and McEnery 2005:202).  

  

                                                      
4
 For exact numbers please see http://www.codhes.org/index.php?option=com_docman&task= 

cat_view&gid=62&Itemid=50 and http://www.accionsocial.gov.co/Estadisticas/publicacion 

%20diciembre%20de%202009.htm 
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In anthropology, a ‘fetish’ is an object believed to have spiritual power. Thus, ‘fetishisation’ is 

treating something as if it were a fetish, however, for the purposes of understanding the treatment 

of numbers in Colombian news stories about irregular migrants, I will use the term as it is also 

often used “to describe a process by which a culture or a social group irrationally overrates 

something”, in this sense the object does not have to be material but can also be an idea (Barnard 

and Spencer 2002:905). 

Numbers play a central role in the reporting of irregular migration through Colombia. Every 

analysed article provided an exact number of migrants who were either found transiting the 

country irregularly or of those who were deported. Some articles even specify the number of 

women and the number of men, as well as the number of individuals from a particular country.  

One possible reason for emphasizing the numbers could be linked to the press wishing to 

demonstrate that escalating numbers show that irregular migration is becoming a serious concern 

for Colombians as empirical research has provided evidence that newspapers selectively use 

quantitative data to emphasize worsening trends (Maier 2002). Considering that the reports do 

not provide negative comments about the possible implications of irregular migration through the 

country, or that they fail to follow any increasing trends this is not likely. Possibly, the emphasis 

on the use of numbers springs from a desire of legitimacy as the provision of exact numbers 

gives the impression of truthfulness: “the media like to report statistics because numbers seem to 

be factual, little nuggets of truth … the public tends to agree; we usually treat statistics as facts” 

(Best  2001:19).  

The emphasis on numbers, when taken in conjunction with the tone of the articles, appears to be 

aimed at expressing concern of the numbers, not as a threat to Colombia, as it appears to point to 

people who are victims. The evidence that supports this claim springs from the analysis of 

articles, which pointed to the fact the language used tended to portray irregular migrants as 

victims of poverty, violence, and smuggling rings.  

Colombian newspapers do not merely enumerate the numbers of people but also very often 

mention the cost of being smuggled. Furthermore, the articles provide evidence of the 

consequences of smuggling humans through Colombia, particularly incarceration, creating a 

discourse of victimized migrants. 

Experience in the field and discourse analysis indicates that the public’s perception of African 

countries (and at times China) in Colombia, as in most other countries in the world, is one that 

these are countries mired by poverty, violence, oppression, underdevelopment and disease. The 

images associated with countries like Somalia and Eritrea are malnourished bodies due to 

famines and children with bloated stomachs along with other images of victimhood driven by 

underdevelopment and violence. This discourse has been attributed to development NGOs and 

aid organizations that have created a certain image of Africa in order to raise funds for their 

various causes (Lamers 2005). This is intensified when discussing refugees:  

Massive displacements of people due to political violence and the sight 

–on television and in newspapers– of refugees as a miserable “sea of 

humanity” have come to see more and more common (Malkki 

1996:377).  
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Coupling this perceptions with the high costs of being smuggled arguably leads readers to 

conclude that people must be very desperate to pay such large amounts of money, especially for 

people coming from impoverished areas. Therefore, the connection between place of origin and 

smuggling cost can lead to the reader to feel sympathetic toward irregular migrants. 

This austere image of Africa coupled with: (a) Colombians’ own experience of intractable 

conflict and violence; (b) the local protracted IDP situation; and (c) their experience with (or as) 

irregular migrants (Alcalá et al 2008; Guarnizo and Diaz 1999) might help to explain the 

sympathetic media discourse around irregular migrants. Perhaps these three characteristics in the 

Colombian context make it easier for Colombians to empathize with irregular migrants from 

countries perceived to be in some ways, similar to theirs. 

In-depth journalism stories are another tool to create a discourse of victimhood around irregular 

migrants, as they provide a context by focusing on the hardships that drove people to Colombia. 

One story in particular earned its writer, José Guarnizo Alvarez, the journalism prize Rey the 

España in 2011. The article was published by El Colombiano in June 2010 and is entitled Urabá, 

otro ‘hueco’ entre Colombia y la USA (Urabá, another ‘hole’ between Colombia and the United 

States).  

Guarnizo’s article focuses on the struggles faced by a group consisting of three Bhutanese men 

“whose journey has lasted 670 days”, as well as three young men from Somalia (aged fourteen, 

seventeen and twenty) who “would rather die [in Colombia] than in Mogadishu” (EC0610). 

Throughout the text, the article uses words to convey sympathy and presents facts that elicit pity 

and compassion. 

The article humanizes irregular migrants by contextualising them, providing their names, ages 

and histories. These examples afford evidence of the ways in which irregular migrants are 

portrayed as victims in order to elicit compassion, tolerance, and understanding among the 

Colombian public. 

Another in-depth report featured in El Espectador in January 2010 and entitled “The Long 

Journey to Colombia”, tells the story of a married couple from Eritrea and Ethiopia who fled 

from political unrest and arrived in South Africa, only to become victims of the 2008 xenophobic 

attacks, which ultimately drove them to South America. The woman was the first to arrive and 

claim asylum in Colombia. After it was granted, the family reunification process began and her 

husband was permitted to join her in Colombia. 

The analysis of Colombian newspaper articles has shown the ways in which cultural and social 

perceptions have been consistent with media discourses and government responses to irregular 

migration flows through the region. The last chapter will attempt to provide a conclusion, 

bringing together the issues and arguments presented in the four previous chapters. 

 

Conclusion 

The data and analysis in this paper have demonstrated that irregular migration has profound 

political implications for transit countries. Powerful countries such as the United States foster, 

create, and implement policies of containment, restrictionism and deterrence, directly impacting 
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irregular migration flows. The implication is that transit countries have to deal with the burden 

created by those policies, even while they are struggling with issues, such as poverty, violence, 

and forced migration of their own, as in the case of Colombia and Ecuador.   

This demonstrates an interconnection between different countries struggling to maintain their 

own sovereignty. The word “sovereignty” is often used to ascertain the power of the state over 

its territory and people, however, as this paper has shown, what the state can do with that power 

is limited by variables, such as outside pressures and policies, as well as inside pressures, such as 

media discourses. 

Media discourses relating to political issues such as irregular migration do create inside pressure, 

as more and more politics have become “mediatized”:  

Mediatized politics are politics that have lost their autonomy, and have 

become dependent on its central functions on mass media, and are 

continuously shaped by interactions with mass media (Mazzoleni and 

Schultz 1999:250). 

An example of this mediatization is illustrated by this paper in the critical discourse analysis of 

Ecuadorian and Colombian articles relating to irregular migration, as the research revealed a 

correlation between the discourses of the media and the reactions of the two countries and the 

ways in which they reacted to, and governed, the increase in irregular migration flows through 

their territory. 

According to Düvell the governance of irregular migration involves two issues: (a) the control, 

prevention and combating of irregular migration; and (b) the protection of irregular migrants. 

Düvell argues that efforts have been concentrated on the first, while protection remains much 

less developed. The implication is that the primary concern of states is the protection of their 

territory, citizens and national systems and not the protection of the rights of irregular migrants” 

(Düvell 2011:101). 

This means that when confronted with irregular migration flows containing high levels of 

refugees and asylum-seekers, states find themselves in a conundrum. They can bolster their 

borders by implementing highly restrictionist policies, as is most often the case, or they can 

attempt to provide protection by opening up the asylum space. The latter is highly atypical, yet 

this paper contains evidence of such a case. However, Colombia’s reaction to irregular migration 

flows cannot be simplified in this manner without providing the reasons behind its actions. The 

country has experienced a high level of violence over the past five decades and this has led to 

massive internal displacement as well as refugee flows into neighbouring countries. Colombia 

wishes to challenge its image as a country characterized by a lack of respect for human rights. 

Rather, it would benefit from portraying an image that allows it to demonstrate a commitment to 

universal values. 

Such a commitment to universal rights, particularly the right to human mobility espoused by 

Ecuador shows the practical and political difficulties that can arise when implementing universal 

values in national policies and laws. Although Ecuador had its own citizens abroad in mind when 

including the right to human mobility in its 2008 Constitution, opening its borders in the hope 

that other countries would respond in the same manner toward their own citizens had an impact 
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not just on Ecuador, but also on the policies and practices of its neighbour, Colombia. Media 

discourses negotiate between those government policies and practises and the public. Discourses 

portraying irregular migrants as victims or as criminals shape and are shaped by public opinion.  
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