
ANNALS, AAPSS, 676, March 2018	 135

DOI: 10.1177/0002716217752331

Rumors, 
Encounters, 

Collaborations, 
and Survival: 
The Migrant 
Smuggling–

Drug 
Trafficking 

Nexus in the 
U.S. Southwest

By
GaBriella E. SancHeZ

and
SHeldon X. ZHang

752331ANN THE ANNALS OF THE AMERICAN ACADEMYRUMORS, ENCOUNTERS, COLLABORATIONS, AND SURVIVAL
research-article2018

The violence afflicting the Mexican migration corridor 
has often been explained as resulting from the brutal 
takeover of migrant smuggling markets by organized 
crime, specifically Mexican drug trafficking organiza-
tions (DTOs). Through the testimonies of twenty-eight 
migrants who traveled with smuggling facilitators on 
their journeys into the United States and who inter-
acted with drug traffickers during their transit, we 
argue that the metamorphosis taking place may be even 
more radical, involving the proliferation of actors with 
little or no criminal intent to operate along the migra-
tion trails. Far from market coalescence, the increasing 
flattening of criminal markets along the migration trail 
and the proliferation of individuals struggling to survive 
is the result of increasingly limited paths toward mobil-
ity and is not attributable to feared cartels or traficantes 
alone. The interactions among clandestine actors are 
not only likely to become more common but also to 
reflect flexibility and adaptation that hierarchical DTOs 
cannot explain.
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Amid the global narratives of migration as 
crisis, migrant smuggling facilitators have 

become popular, if infamous, characters. They 
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tend to be depicted as the predatory and violent men who scam, kidnap, assault, 
or abandon helpless and desperate migrants across Mexico, the Mediterranean, 
Africa, and the Middle East. Their trade is often characterized in global reports 
as one of the most profitable illicit activities worldwide next to drug trafficking or 
the sex trade (Europol-Interpol 2016; United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime [UNODC] 2017). In addition to allegedly providing high returns for its 
operators, smuggling organizations are described as sophisticated, evolving net-
works of transnational reach (Carrera and Guild 2016).

It is also common to come across references of migrant smuggling’s ties to 
other illicit activities. The argument that two or more branches of the transna-
tional criminal pantheon can come together is a common yet debated topic 
among criminologists (Zhang 2007). Some have linked smuggling to markets 
ranging from the weapon trade (Naim 2010) and sex trafficking (Europol-
Interpol 2016) to the trafficking of nuclear material (Zaitseva and Steinhäusler 
2014). Amid recent terrorist attacks in Europe, some authors have argued smug-
gling facilitators have helped Islamic terrorists groups infiltrate the European 
continent (Europol-Interpol 2016; Walt 2015), or that terrorist organizations 
finance their activities by funneling profits from migrant smuggling (Shelley 
2014; Global Initiative against Transnational Organized Crime and Norwegian 
Center for Global Analysis [RHIPTO] 2015).

In the Americas, law enforcement, policy, and academic discourses have 
claimed Mexican drug trafficking organizations (DTOs) have now entered the 
migrant smuggling market, drug cartels ousting long-standing smuggling opera-
tors and forcing the few who are left to work on their behalf (Slack and Campbell 
2016; Olson 2016). According to this argument, DTOs now control the routes 
that once were migrant smugglers’ turfs, generating profits that may soon, if not 
already, outpace those of the drug trade (Storen Weden 2016; Donnelly and 
Hagan 2014).

In what follows, we challenge the takeover narrative. Instead, we propose an 
alternative explanation concerning these markets’ contacts and their meaning. 
We argue that far from constituting a case of criminal convergence, interactions 
between drug trafficking and migrant smuggling along the U.S.-Mexico border 
have escalated as a result of the War on Drugs and the criminalization of mobility, 
leading to the proliferation not of organized crime, but of individual actors along 
the clandestine trail who opt, not solely defined by force or choice, to perform 
criminalized tasks as part of their personal attempts to survive. The testimonies 
collected here indicate that DTOs and migrant smuggling groups are far from 
being exclusive or restricted networks led by people in static positions of power. 
Instead, barriers to participation are not high, which has allowed for the inclusion 
into both markets of a growing number of ordinary, poor, and vulnerable people 
with no criminal background and whose actions are driven by the desire to 
improve their lives.

Our analysis relies on the experiences of Central American and Mexican 
migrant men and women who, during their journeys across the U.S.-Mexico bor-
der, traveled with smuggling facilitators and who encountered and, in many 
cases, partnered with drug trafficking actors with the ultimate goal of reaching 
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their destination. Yet our analysis does not stop there. We argue that in the con-
text of clandestine migration, migrants make collective as well as individual deci-
sions to support, reject, or avoid the activities of actors they encounter along the 
way, to protect themselves and one another. Rather than indicators of market 
convergence we see in the interactions among drug trafficking facilitators, 
migrant smugglers, and migrants evidence of the development and deployment 
of complex processes of securitization from below (Sanchez 2018), rooted in 
strong notions of care and solidarity amid the increasing insecurity and precarity 
created by migration regimes and the “wars” against drugs and irregular 
migration.

While Mexican DTOs and their exploits have been well documented in popu-
lar and academic literature for decades, the Mexican War on Drugs has gener-
ated a lot of literature on the so-called Mexican cartels and their transgressions. 
Alongside it, there is also a corpus of research that has sought to shed light on the 
dramatic levels of migrant victimization along the U.S.-Mexico migration trail, 
which has generated widespread concern and led to international demands for an 
improved protection system across this corridor.1 Many of these publications 
have argued that DTOs have taken over migrant smuggling, ousting long-stand-
ing operators in an attempt to extend their domain.

Less has been written about the potential reasons behind this transformation. 
So far, most commentators have argued that the coming together of drug traffick-
ing and migrant smuggling is the concerted result of efforts on the part of drug 
trafficking actors to take advantage of migrants’ vulnerability and to cash in on 
the allegedly limitless profits of smuggling. Many have also argued that smug-
gling markets are becoming increasingly sophisticated and hierarchical. Some 
have used examples from journalistic coverage of migrant tragedies in drug traf-
ficking territories in Mexico as clear indicators of the transformation, claiming 
these instances stand as evidence that drug trafficking is relying on its own violent 
tactics to take over smuggling markets.

While these claims may sound reasonable, especially amid the reports of 
unprecedented levels of violence on the U.S.-Mexico border, they make a series 
of assumptions about both markets that must be unpacked—namely, that differ-
ent markets would come together, attracted by the prospect of financial returns 
and a business model to which both can ascribe. The claim of convergence also 
fuels the perception that all forms of irregular migration facilitation are the 
domain of monolithically organized criminal structures. However, the claim 
appears to ignore the testimonies of migrants who have been robbed at gunpoint 
by gangs comprising young people or cholos, kidnapped from safe houses and 
from their smuggling facilitators by bajadores or rip-off crews (Martinez and 
Sanchez 2013; Sanchez 2016), or abandoned along migrant trails by guides they 
thought were reliable (O’Leary 2016)—all acts by people whose ties to DTOs are 
not clear, if not altogether nonexistent (Spener 2009; Sanchez 2016; Izcara 
Palacios 2015). Furthermore, it also dismisses the findings from scholars around 
the world who have documented how many clandestine migration attempts are 
in fact carried out among friends, family members, humanitarian organizations, 
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or ordinary people, often for scant or no financial compensation (Carrera and 
Guild 2016; Ayalew, this volume; Maher, this volume).

The day-to-day experiences of the migrants who, in the course of their jour-
neys, hear about drug traffickers, encounter them, and, on multiple occasions, 
even engage with them as part of their individual attempts to reduce the degree of 
precarity that both face are also sidelined amid the debate about the smuggling-
trafficking convergence. Here we argue that the interactions between migrants 
and drug traffickers constitute examples of what Vogt (2016), in her work among 
migrants in Mexico, describes as “intimate, embodied and affective” interactions 
that “defy normative” and dichotomist “constructions” of criminals as predators 
and migrants as victims.

It is precisely because of these experiences that explanations solely focused on 
DTOs or smuggling organizations as coalescing agents behind the coercion, 
exploitation, and violence encountered by migrants should be considered sus-
pect, as should the discourses that define migrants solely as passive entities. 
Analyses that unpack the smuggling–drug trafficking argument are needed. This 
article attempts to do so.

The Journey beyond the U.S.-Mexico Border

After the Mediterranean, the U.S.-Mexico border is the second most lethal route 
for migrants in the world. At least 6,915 people have died attempting to cross the 
U.S.-Mexico border between 1998 and 2016 (U.S. Border Patrol 2016). While 
there is no reliable border-wide count of the number of migrant fatalities along 
the U.S.-Mexico border, in the first 11 months of 2017 there were 341 migrant 
deaths recorded in the region (International Organization for Migration [IOM] 
2017, 79). The number of dead and missing migrants has remained constant 
despite the dramatic decrease in border apprehensions, which by 2017 had 
reached 1970s levels (Washington Office for Latin America [WOLA] 2017).

Migrants are not unaware of the risks involved in the journey and, whenever 
possible, hire smuggling facilitators who guide them through their journeys. 
Smuggling services of different quality and reach are sold along the migrant trail 
and are purchased by migrants or their families to secure a basic level of protec-
tion and to increase their chances of crossing the U.S.-Mexico border and reach-
ing U. S. destinations.2

The services of smuggling facilitators (while actors of dubious reputation) are 
consistently purchased with the intention of reducing the environmental, safety, 
and enforcement-related challenges along migrant journeys (see Martinez and 
Slack, this volume). In the case of the U.S.-Mexico corridor (see Guevara 
Gonzalez, this volume), stepped-up border enforcement and immigration con-
trols have forced migrants and those who guide them to travel in inhospitable and 
remote areas. This risk is compounded by the existence of criminal actors who, 
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robbery to kidnapping, sexual assault, and torture (Slack and Campbell 2016). 
Immigration controls and the individual actions of law enforcement agents are 
also known to put the lives of migrants at risk. There have been reported cases of 
migrants sustaining injuries or dying as a result of being chased by immigration 
officials, or of being denied medical assistance, food, or water, which have led 
U.S. immigration authorities to face legal charges (see Martinez, Cantor, and 
Ewing 2014).

Do Mexican DTOs play a role along the migration trail within U.S. territory? 
Data on this are scant. There is evidence—including in this piece—that Mexican 
drug traffickers carry out their smuggling attempts along many of the same routes 
followed by migrants once they have entered the United States. Yet U.S. authori-
ties have been careful to describe this as evidence of coalescence, even when 
referring to migrant smuggling facilitators as cartels. U.S. politicians’ allegations 
of the presence of Mexican DTOs or their collusion with other markets have 
often been called out as lies or moral panics seeking solely to spread the distaste 
for irregular migration.3

Literature on the drug trafficking–human smuggling nexus often makes refer-
ence to the victimization that migrants face during their journeys, most often in 
the form of physical aggression (Slack 2015; Slack and Whiteford 2011), forced 
labor (Servin et al. 2015), or both (Simmons, Menjivar, and Tellez 2015). This 
scholarship has also argued that these acts stand as evidence of the coming 
together of drug trafficking and smuggling organizations, or as the takeover of the 
migrant smuggling business by the more powerful DTOs (Slack and Campbell 
2016; Schaefer and Gonzalez 2016). Researchers have also argued that migrant 
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who may have other market goals (Hagan 2008; Izcara Palacios 2015; Spener 
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or friends who had been arrested or gone missing in the context of their border 
crossing journeys—to concerns about social services eligibility for their children 
and assistance with filling out medical forms and job applications. The data col-
lected in the course of these interactions increased the trust and rapport among 
researchers and respondents and allowed for further data validation.

It is important to highlight that data presented here are not statistical in 
nature; they represent the experiences of only those who chose to be interviewed 
or who were interviewed through referrals and with whom contact was main-
tained. The data presented here, then, should not be interpreted as reflective of 
the experiences of all irregular migrants.

In what follows, respondents describe their encounters and collaborations 
with drug traffickers along their journeys. Some never came face-to-face with 
drug traffickers, even though they reported paying a fee to travel within the traf-
fickers’ territory. For others, their very survival depended on the intervention of 
people involved in drug trafficking. Still others, faced with accumulating debt 
emerging from failed crossing attempts, scams or robberies, opted to engage in 
drug trafficking activities to reach their destination. All three kinds of experiences 
are described below to explore what these experiences say about the smuggling 
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The same way payment provided protection, lack of payment had potential 
implications. Testimonies suggest that the threat of violence, rather than violence 
itself, was sufficient motivation for guides and drivers to deposit their payment at 
prescribed locations. Reminders of what could happen to those who failed to fol-
low the rules appeared to be strategically located. Margot stated:

Right ahead, just right after we had left the little shrine behind, you could see burned 
cars, flipped cars, and the coyote said that those belonged to those who had not paid 
their quota, that that had been the reason that they had gotten killed. And Mrs. Martha 
said, “If we don’t pay, that is what they will do to us.” But there were no people watching. 
She just left the money there and that was it.

The presence of burned and flipped cars were warnings to drivers and 
migrants alike that there were specific guidelines for traveling the route. That 
smuggling facilitators had to pay a fee to use the routes suggests that they did not 
work for the DTOs but simply paid a fee for the use of their routes.

None of the respondents reported violence from drug traffickers upon enter-
ing their territory and having paid the fee. But they disclosed instances when 
segments of the routes were off-limits to migrants and their smuggling facilitators 
or guides. Paloma, for example, attempted to reach a location in the Arizona 
desert with the help of a smuggling facilitator, but the narcos (the term she used 
to described drug traffickers) did not allow her group to cross through. While 
they were threatened, they were never hurt:

Paloma: � So this time we did not make it [either]. We headed back [to Mexico], but they 
[drug traffickers] knew we would come back, that we would try some other way; 
[so we tried again and] the trucks of the men with the drugs were there, and they 
had weapons, and [they said] that they would either shoot us or send us back. So 
pointing at us they got us all on the back of their truck and took us back to Sasabe, 
Sonora. We would walk so much and the narcos would send us back, because we 
couldn’t [use that route].

Interviewer:  All [three times] you ran into the narcos.
Paloma:  The narcos.
Interviewer:  It was not immigration.
Paloma: � No. It was the narcos. It was just narcos what you’d see on the hill over there, so many 

of them. Three times the coyotes tried to get us through and we couldn’t make it.

Paloma’s experience suggests that drug traffickers prefer to keep migrants out 
of drug trafficking routes, most likely to avoid unwanted attention from law 
enforcement. Malena’s group was eventually able to cross, and nobody was hurt. 
Yet the repeated warnings against crossing through a specific route further sug-
gest a degree of differentiation among two separate illicit markets.

“They gave us some suitcases”

Reports of migrants being forced by drug traffickers to carry backpacks stuffed 
with drugs across the border (cf. Koslowski 2011; Slack and Cambpell 2016; 
Burnett 2011; Leutert 2017) have been increasingly documented by researchers 
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over the last few years. These testimonies suggest that the practice is widespread 
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specific, faster routes inaccessible to smugglers. Traveling that way, however, 
implied different risks.

An 18-year-old male migrant from Mexico, Alfredo was apprehended while 
attempting to enter the United States with a smuggling facilitator. While held in 
immigration detention, he met two other young men who had heard about a pilot 
in the town of Nogales, Sonora, who flew migrants into Phoenix, Arizona, in the 
same light aircraft that he used to transport drugs. Alfredo considered traveling 
this way with the hope of arriving quicker to his sister’s home in Salt Lake City. 
He explained:

B
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were unable to continue; when friends and relatives opted to abandon someone 
unable to keep up; or the deaths of migrants as a result of falls, dehydration, or 
heatstroke.

In these narratives, smuggling facilitators played varying roles. While the 
actions of many did in fact match the dominant discourses that depict them as 
disregarding human life, many other times they appeared to be as vulnerable as 
the migrants they guided. Yet even more common were the references to the 
provision of care and support.

To think of smuggling facilitators along these lines may sound contradictory 
(Sanchez 2016, Vogt 2016), especially amid the narratives that systematically depict 
them as cruel and predatory. Yet smuggling, despite its labels, is at its core a primal 
attempt to preserve life; and in that sense, it should not come as a surprise that 
alongside death and violence, acts of solidarity, friendship, and even love emerge 
among those who experience extraordinary vulnerability. People spoke of the times 
they had come together to support and care for each other. There were examples 
of young men whose wounds were nursed by other men and of women who carried 
the children of other women too weak to walk. One woman described how the men 
in her group would form a circle around her so that she could sleep during a stop 
(she was the only woman in the group of migrants). Middle-age or elderly women 
often pretended to be the mothers of younger women traveling alone so that they 
would not be harassed by other migrants or separated from the group in the event 
they were apprehended by U.S. immigration. 

It was in these extreme conditions that many migrants reported encountering 
drug traffickers, some of whom had scant if any advantage over migrants and 
whose very survival was also compromised by enforcement and the environment. 
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together, smugglers and drug traffickers merely use the same routes. They fre-
quently face similar challenges and threats to survival, but this is not an indication 
of their markets merging.

Rosa also had an encounter with narcos during one of her crossings. Her 
words again reflect how defenseless people traversing the desert clandestinely 
can be, regardless of who they are:

Interviewer:  So you did get to see the narcos.
Rosa: � From quite up close! Too close. Too much. Some … there are some who are like the 
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of the U.S.-Mexico border as a liminal, marginal/ized space makes it hard to 
establish a line where the licit economy ends and the illicit starts. Both are inex-
tricably connected in a region with limited employment options where even “law-
abiding” activities are often intertwined with the “illicit” enterprise of border 
crossings and drug trafficking.

The emphasis on the part of law enforcement, policy-makers, and scholars to 
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