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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Half of the world’s estimated 191 million migrants today are women.
/ Most women migrate to improve their livelihoods and for many it leads to empowerment. Women migrate within and across national borders. Migration transforms not only the migrant’s life, but also the life of their families in the sending communities.
/ The monetary remittances are crucial to the survival of low-income individuals, families and communities. Remittance research suggests that monetary remittances augment incomes and have the potential to lift the recipients out of poverty.
/ Aside from monetary remittances, migrants also transfer social remittances, which can be understood as values, behaviors, social relationships, and ideas that are influenced through the migrant’s life in her host country.
/ 

This paper looks at the positive effects that monetary and social remittances have on the families of migrant women from the sending countries of Nicaragua and El Salvador.  Both countries have high out-of-country migration due to high unemployment and weak economies. Research has shown that the majority of the migrants from Nicaragua and El Salvador emigrate to the United States, however a large number of female migrants from Nicaragua migrate to Costa Rica, which is distance-wise closer and Spanish is the common language.
/ The proximity of Nicaragua to Costa Rica also allows female migrants to engage in circular migration, enabling to see their families on a more regular basis.

This paper will also try to identify ways to strengthen the positive impact of female migration on the families in the sending communities as well as on the women themselves.

METHODOLOGY

The goal of this paper is to understand what the positive effects of migration in recent years have been on the families of female migrants in the sending countries of Nicaragua and El Salvador.

The first section of the study focuses on the problems that women encounter when migrating with or without documentation. The following chapters highlight the difference between monetary and social remittances as well as the areas these remittances affect. 
The second section will analyze the effects of female migration and remittances by country on families in the sending communities.
The final section will summarize the positive impact of female migration on their families in the sending communities and give recommendations on how to strengthen the positive impacts of this migration on the women's families and the women themselves.

INTRODUCTION

Half of the world’s estimated 191 million migrants today are women.
/ Most women migrate to improve their livelihoods and for many it leads to empowerment. Women migrate within and across national borders. Migration transforms not only the migrant’s life, but also the life of their families in the sending communities.
/ The monetary remittances are crucial to the survival of low-income individuals, families and communities. Remittance research suggests that remittances augment incomes and have the potential to lift the recipients out of poverty.
/ Apart from monetary remittances migrants also transfer social remittances, which can be understood as values, behaviors, social relationships, and ideas that are influenced through the migrant’s life in her host country.
/ 

The paper aims to identify the positive impacts of female migration on their families in the sending communities and give recommendations on how to strengthen the positive aspects of  migration on the migrant women's families as well as the migrant women themselves.

SECTION I.
FEMALE MIGRATION AND REMITTANCES
A.
FEMALE MIGRATION

Female labor migration is a growing social phenomenon. Between 1990 and 2005 the global number of female migrants increased by 19 million, whereas male migration only increased by 17 million.
/ The number of women seeking employment that migrate without their families, leaving children and spouses or partners behind—especially when migrating to a foreign country—is also increasing.
/ One of the most common reasons for this being, that children and spouses do not receive the necessary visas from the host country to migrate. The number of women entering host countries without the required legal documents is also growing, which makes it even more difficult to bring dependents along. Being granted a visa or a work permit in order to work in a foreign country has also become more difficult over the past years and is in part due to the more stringent immigration laws of many countries.
/ However the cost—which can surpass a month’s salary—and effort involved in obtaining a passport in the home country, obtaining a visa and work permit from the host country or simply renewing a work visa while already in the host country are hurdles that are hard to overcome for many low-income or no-income migrants, thus leaving a rising number without proper documentation.
/ When the Costa Rican government announced an amnesty process for illegal immigrants in Costa Rica December 1998, 46% of the applicants were women.
/
Ignorance as well as an acceptance of the fact that migration entails hardship or simply ‘trusting in God’ that things will work themselves out are also strong factors why migrants don’t always enter countries legally. The lack of understanding what the benefits of legal documentation are such as: ease of entering or returning to the host country, understanding the protection legal migration affords, i.e. not being subjected to discrimination based on one’s migration status, ability to change jobs and/or employer, access to legal services in case of abuse and exploitation, freedom of movement in the host country and so on, is a major factor why migrants will risk immigration without proper documentation.
/ 

The main employment sectors for migrant women are in domestic work, the restaurant business, the entertainment industry and prostitution, however, domestic work is the most common type of employment for female migrants.
/ In most countries, whether developed industrialized countries or in the Global South, domestic work is excluded from labor law which leaves female workers vulnerable to exploitation and abuse and not having a legal work visa, nor a residency permit exacerbates this.
/ In Costa Rica, for example, one of the main immigration countries for Nicaraguans besides the United States, the Association of Domestic Workers (ASTRADOMES) is the only organization that addresses the rights and needs of domestic workers. ASTRADOMES main focal point includes addressing discriminatory legislation, working to counter the lack of knowledge and interest among migrant domestic workers about their own rights and the difficulties of organizing domestic workers.
/
B.
MONETARY REMITTANCES

Remittances to Central America are expected to reach $12.1 billion by the end of 2007, and will represent approximately 17% of the gross domestic product for El Salvador as well as Nicaragua.
/ Salvadorians have the highest remittances per capita in Central America, reaching approximately 1 million adults, averaging $300 per month. In Nicaragua 500,000 adults receive approximately $205 in remittances about 10 times a year. 

Despite these averages there is great variation in the remittance amounts that are sent by individuals. The amount of money sent seems to depend on factors such as commitments made between family members, economic conditions in the country of origin, cost of living in the host country, or the migrant’s perception of the family’s need back home.
/ 

Migration— a survival strategy

Monetary remittances are part of survival strategies of family groups. Women in general are seen as more reliable in sending remittances on a regular basis than men. A study carried out in four communities in Nicaragua suggests that men feel less obligated to send such support and that at times it is harder for them to find work abroad than for their female counterparts.
/ Not all families that have relatives residing in another country however receive remittances. 

Remittances, as statistics show, are Central America’s most important poverty alleviation program. Seventy-five percent of remittances received are used to cover basic necessities such as food, housing, clothing, healthcare and utility bills.
/ 

Studies have shown that remittances have increased since the 1980’s. Salvadorians sent US $3,316 million in remittances in 2006 and for 2007 US$ 3,530 million are estimated. Nicaraguans sent US$ 950 million in 2006 and are estimated to send US$ 990 by the end of 2007. In 2003 remittances to El Salvador exceeded the total amount brought in by exports, whereas remittances represented over half the value of exports from Nicaragua. 

The Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) released the findings of a comprehensive, region-wide study of the impact of remittances on poverty and inequality. This study included El Salvador and Nicaragua among others. The impact of remittances on indigence in receiving households was dramatic. ECLAC found that 64% of Salvadoran households receiving remittances were lifted out of extreme poverty and in Nicaragua 27%.
/
Impact of remittances on the economy and the labor market

Research for Latin America on the benefit of remittances shows that there are negative as well as positive effects on the development of a migrant's home country. Some argue that remittances have led to disparities between recipients and non-recipients, conspicuous consumption, reduced food supplies due to a decrease in agricultural production, rising prices and to more vulnerable economies.
/ However, others argue that remittances have a positive multiplier effect on productive investment as well as in increasing consumption. According to Taylor the influx of remittances helps to compensate for the adverse effect on agricultural productivity, because the extra money generates a demand for goods. One also has to take into account that although migration may reduce the labor force available to work in the agricultural sector, that the primary reason for migration is the lack of jobs in the economically depressed rural areas.
/
C.
SOCIAL REMITTANCES

What are social remittances?

Migrants not only send capital remittance to their families and communities, but through the accessibility of modern technologies, such as inexpensive phone service, fax, mail, internet, they also transmit social remittances.  Through these fast and immediate technologies as well as affordable travel to and from the home country, migrants are able to participate in the daily life of their home community, be it in the raising of their left behind children, dealing with family problems, or community issues. Migrants transmit new values, behaviors, social relationships, and ideas that are influenced by life in the host country. 

Types of social remittances
/ 

Normative structures — are ideas, values, and beliefs and norms for interpersonal behavior, ideas on intra-family responsibility, standards of age and gender appropriateness, principles of neighborliness and community participation, and aspirations for social mobility.

Systems of practice —are the actions shaped by normative structures. For individuals these include household labor, religious practices, and patterns of civil and political participation. 

Social capital —is comprised of both the values and norms on which the social capital is based, and is socially remitted.

The impact of social remittances

Societies in host countries offer both positive and negative role models, and migrants will be influenced by both. The impact of social remittances on the sending community also depends on how easily social remittances are transmitted. 

Studies have shown that transnational migrants transmit information on changes in gender roles such as husbands helping more with household chores, taking care of the children or spending more time at home with their family, thus showing alternatives to traditional patriarchal family structures that predominate throughout Central America. Just the fact that migrant women have jobs that allow them send money to support their families transmits a new definition of what it means to be female in many developing countries. This in itself can affect how families and communities view women and may result in more equal gender relationships in the sending family and community. Positive experiences with a functioning legal system or social services in a host country may also create higher expectations of these systems in the country of origin, and so on.
/ 

The degree to which migrants absorb new values, behaviors, social relationships, and ideas is influenced by their interaction with their host society. More exposure to a host society means greater exposure to its different features and a greater potential for incorporating new ways of doing things.
/ 

Undocumented migrants however will have very limited opportunities, if any at all, to interact with the host society as can be seen by the example of Nicaraguan domestic workers that don’t leave their workplace, i.e. their employer’s home in order to not risk being deported by the immigration police.
/
It is important to realize that positive social remittances alone will not bring about social reform. Social remittances can be a means to promote positive social change, for example, by transmitting information on health and educational practices or transferring new business skills. Also the transfer of information about the migration process, the working conditions in the host country as well as the economic prospects would help create a better understanding of what migration actually entails.
/ 
SECTION II.
COUNTRY ANALYSES
A.
Nicaragua

Socio-economic context

For the past 16 years Nicaragua's government focused on free market reform. During this 16-year period, characterized by a steady GDP growth, the government made dramatic economic progress. It privatized more than 350 state enterprises, reduced inflation from 33,500% in 1988 to 9.45% in 2006, and cut the foreign debt by more than half. In 2006, the economy expanded by 3.7% as GDP reached $5.3 billion.
/
Nevertheless, Nicaragua remains the second-poorest nation in the hemisphere. Unemployment is officially estimated at 5% of the economically active population; however, an estimated 60% of workforce is employed in the informal sector. Nicaragua suffers from persistent trade and budget deficits and a high internal debt-service burden. Foreign assistance totaled 26% of the budget in 2006. Nicaragua also depends heavily on remittances from Nicaraguans living abroad, which totaled $655.5 million in 2006.
/
Migration triggers

Migration within and out of Nicaragua over the past 50 years has been prompted by natural disasters, political conflicts, lack of employment and growing poverty that is linked with the implementation of Structural Adjustment Programs.
/ Since the mid-1990s migration has mainly been due to the country's worsening economic situation. This has been particularly visible in poor rural and urban areas. Forty-eight percent of the population in Nicaragua lives in poverty, unemployment is 5%, and another 46.5% are underemployed.
/
As in many other developing countries, a large segment of the economically poor in Nicaragua are women. In addition, a relatively high proportion of Nicaragua's average homes have a woman as head of household: 39% of urban homes and 28% of rural homes.
/ At the same time number of Nicaraguan households with female members abroad doubled between 1992 and 1998.
/
Many migrants try to find work in Costa Rica, since it is close and relatively easy to get to. It is estimated that 9.5% of the total population of Costa Rica is from Nicaragua.
/ The population of Costa Rica is estimated at 4.299.000.
/ 

Outbound migration has become an increasingly important opportunity for Nicaraguan women to enter the labor market and to earn better wages than they would, if they had found work in their country of origin. Remittances sent by Nicaraguan migrant women are part of a household strategy and have become the only way to survive for many impoverished families. Some recent studies define these migrant populations as ‘economic refugees.’
/ 

Migration destinations

The 2005 census in Nicaragua shows that 21.3% of the total female population has migrated within the country, and that for 15.8% of the women the main reason was to find work.
/ Major countries of destination of migrants from Nicaragua are the United States, Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras, Panama, and Canada.
/ Statistics show that between 2000-2005 56.4% of the emigrants were female and that 52.5% of the women migrated to Costa Rica, 34.4% to the United States, and 9.1% to other Central American countries and the Caribbean.
/ 

Female migration patterns

Nicaraguan female migration patterns tend to be circular. Women may leave Nicaragua for several months then return, especially over the Christmas holiday, bringing money and presents back for their families. Once their funds run out they return to their host country, to earn more money since there are neither enough nor well paid jobs in the home country.

In many cases, as we have seen, women travel without the required documentation and remain in the receiving country undocumented, making movement across borders and the return to the country of origin complicated and dangerous as well as putting them at risk of abuse.
Characteristics of migrant women

These migrant women come from the poor households, many from rural areas. The ages of female migrants are between 15 - 40 years of age. Statistics show that Nicaraguan women that emigrate have higher levels of education than their male counterparts.
/ 

The most common form of employment is domestic labor for women, however many adolescent females gather crops or are engaged the processing and packaging of harvested products.
/
Remittances

Female migrants from Nicaragua reported that average incomes when working in Costa Rica between US$100.00 and US$150.00 per month. Most women felt that they earned decent wages in the host country, especially when compared to the very low salaries in Nicaragua. Wages in the rural Nicaragua are the lowest, ranging between US$25.00 and US$30.00 per month.
/
In Nicaragua some 87 out of 100 women send remittances to their families and relatives, while only 55 out of 100 men do. In focus groups women explained these differences with that men felt less obligated to send financial support and that it was more difficult for men to find work. Remittances are mainly sent through friends and relatives who are traveling since banks and other institutions charge a commission of approximately 10% of the money wired.
/ Recent research indicates that the monthly remittances from Costa Rica fall between US$65.60 for men and US$72.10 for women.
/
Female migrants send their remittances to their mothers, older daughters, other female members of the family with instructions how to use the funds. More often than not female migrants do not send remittances to their husbands out of fear that they may be squandered. Remittances are usually used for basic necessities as well as school and health expenditures for the children. At times migrant worker women save money to purchase a pig or a calf for their family. Nicaraguan migrants also send non-monetary remittances such as clothing, household appliances, medicines, and food items.
/
Effects of female migration

Migrant women take on hardship and separation from their families, especially from their children, and work long hours in order to send remittances home on a regular basis. Surveys show that when women leave husbands and children behind the household is restructured. The children rarely stay with the father, instead live with their grandmothers, aunts or other older female siblings. Men usually do not consider themselves suited to the rearing of their offspring and often choose to live by themselves, leaving  the reproductive labor that the wife and mother fulfilled to be carried out by other female family members. This tends to lead to difficult situations that the migrant mother needs to address over the phone or when she comes back. Oftentimes migrant mothers are also burdened with other urgent issues upon their return such as fixing the house, taking care of things that have gotten out of control, such as differences between their children and their caretakers, children taking or selling drugs, and so on.
/ 

Positive effects of migration for the female migrant and her family
Immediate benefits for the children as well as other family members or caretakers of the migrant's children in the sending community are material. Remittances pay for food as well as other basic necessities such as clothing, housing, health care, and schooling and as we have seen, have the potential of lifting poor families out of poverty. By sending remittances migrant women also provide the financial resources, and thus encourage their children, to attend school. Female family members that care for the migrant's dependants benefit from remittances as well, since these remittance add to their own household budget and thus help support their family. 

Positive effects of migration on the women themselves are, for example, the opportunity to earn an income, an opportunity they would not have had in their country of origin. Another benefit of women earning an income is that they feel more empowered. A Mexican study showed that when women contributed 40% and more to the household income they increased their bargaining power in the household. They felt more empowered to fight restrictions on their rights to visit friends and relatives. They also did not accept that they have to unquestioningly submit to their husband’s orders and attempted to fight back when the husband tried to beat them.
/  

A household survey conducted in Bangladesh on female empowerment based on women having access to loans showed that credit produced statistically significant improvements when measuring women's autonomy purchasing households assets. Women had more access to and control over economic resources, increased their ability to raise emergency funds, had a role in deciding and implementing household borrowing, gained power to oversee and conduct major household economic transactions, improved their mobility and networking. It also promoted more discussions around family planning and parenting.
/
Given the fact that many single and childfree women migrate, migration will hopefully also provide these women with financial independence and give them a feeling of empowerment whether this may be in a future relationship, when it comes to general decision making, or simply encourage them to continue taking life in their own hands.

B.
EL SALVADOR

Socio-economic context

El Salvador's is among the 10 poorest countries in Latin America.
/ The Salvadoran economy has experienced mixed results from the recent government's commitment to free market initiatives and conservative fiscal management that include the privatization of the banking system, telecommunications, public pensions, electrical distribution, and some electrical generation, reduction of import duties, elimination of price controls, and an improved enforcement of intellectual property rights. The GDP has been growing since 1996 at an annual rate that averages 2.8% real growth. In 2006 the GDP's real growth rate was 4.2%.
/
However, approximately 2.4 million (35.2%) people live below the poverty line, 6% of the population is unemployed with much underemployment. One problem that the Salvadoran economy faces is the inequality in the distribution of income, where the poorest 20% of the population receive only 3.1% of the nation's income which as a result leaves one million people unable to earn enough to provide for their families' basic needs.
/
Migration triggers

Due to the unrest and chaotic situation created by a history of civil wars within the country, many Salvadorians migrated to other countries. Natural disasters have also triggered major migration. According to a 2002 household study poverty and lack of economic opportunities have become the most common reason why Salvadorians migrate. Fifty-two percent of the migrants leave in order to find employment elsewhere, 24% migrate to improve their standard of living, and 11% leave because they are poor. Many Salvadorians can’t find work in their home country and migrate to other countries in order to support themselves and their families. The majority of migrants come from rural areas.
/ 

Migration destinations

The United States it the main destination country of migrants from El Salvador. Other migration countries are Canada, Costa Rica, Guatemala, and Honduras.
/ Statistics show that 92% of the female migrants live in the United States and 97% of the male migrants.
/
Characteristics of migrant women

Forty-seven percent of El Salvador’s migrants are female. They are aged between 15 and 30 years, many of the younger female migrants leave before having children of their own.
/
Remittances

Salvadorans use remittances to buy basic necessities and to pay for services. Only 9% of the remittance recipients are able to put money to the side. Eighty-two percent use remittances for family consumption, followed by paying for a home, some use remittances to pay off loans. Migrants also send non-monetary goods such as clothes, shoes and electric appliances.
/ Forty-two percent use remittances to buy medicine, 26% use remittances for schooling their children left in the country of origin.
/
Researchers have found that, in El Salvador, most of the remittances are spent on basic household expenses and the remainder are used for improving the standard of living through better housing, education, additional consumption, and loan payment.59 A 2003 household survey showed that 84% of the money was used for current consumption, 7% was spent on education and 3% on healthcare. Only 0.5% was invested in business and 4% used for savings.60/ 

Effects of female migration

Female migration has positive as well as negative aspects. Some of the negatives aspects found in the literature are that families experience restructuring, some families fall apart, children of migrants may become frustrated by not having their parent(s) around, or having to live with relatives. Without parental supervision they may start taking drugs or join a gang, and so on.
/ 

However, there are many positive aspects to women's migration. For 80% of the families studied remittances lifted them out of poverty. Remittances not only support the family in the country of origin financially, but also contribute to raising their status and improving their quality of life.
/ Families that received remittances felt more respected in their community because of the remittances they received.
/
Studies based on household surveys in El Salvador found that children of remittance-receiving households also have a lower school dropout ratio and that these households spend more on private tuition for their children.
/ The survey also showed that women are more likely than men to dedicate remittances to education, health or savings. 61 Increased investment in education contributes to human capital formation, thus making it is likely that remittances may benefit developing countries' long-term growth prospects.
/ 

Studies indicate that a family higher income through remittances creates opportunities for household members to seek other employment, for example allowing younger generations to leave the agricultural sector for different employment sectors and to start small businesses.
/
SECTION III

SUMMARY

Female migrants experience physical and emotional hardship working and living in a host country, whether this is Costa Rica or the United States. The different migration patterns observed between Nicaraguan and Salvadoran women-circular versus in one direction, do not seem to change the effect that migration has on the families and children left behind in the country of origin. Negative effects are the need to restructure the family risking that families fall apart and that children feel not taken feel taken care of anymore.  However, there are numerous positive changes that female migration brings about for the migrant women themselves as well as for their children and extended families remaining in the home country. 

Monetary remittances dramatically change the life quality and prospects of low-income families. Families are lifted out of extreme poverty. Children have access to more and better schooling, healthcare, as well as better job opportunities. More financial independence for women translates into empowerment of women, for example, bargaining power when it comes to household matters, traditional roles for men and women are being renegotiated.

In addition, governments benefit from remittances sent by their migrant population. Remittances boost economies as we have seen, they also serve as poverty reduction programs in many countries, not just Nicaragua and El Salvador. 

IMPROVING MIGRATION
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The European Union announced in May 2007 that it is looking at ways for the sending and receiving countries to collaborate and to enable easier migration back and forth and is developing a concept of  Mobility Partnerships.
/ Governments in the Western Hemisphere would also benefit from looking into programs that would allow back and forth migration. This would give migrants the legal status needed to protect them from exploitation and abuse. Filling job vacancies during harvest seasons or when there is a demand for more labor in a sector without having to do this illegally, would benefit the migrants seeking seasonal work as well as the sending and host country economies.

GENPROM Costa Rica has developed a manual aimed at better preparing women for international migration and protecting them from exploitative and abusive forms of employment.
/ Migrant education should not be limited to Costa Rica, information and education sharing should be prioritized for the whole Western Hemisphere.


Public awareness campaigns on migrants rights should be held in receiving countries, emphasizing that all immigrants whether with or without documentation have rights in the host country, in order to prevent abuse and exploitation.


More studies need to be carried out to understand the psychological effects that female migration has on families, children and their sending communities. It would also be helpful to understand the long-term effects of more children having access to schooling and healthcare due to the remittances the female migrants send. Understanding these dynamics would enable a better prediction of migration outcomes, and create greater understanding of the impact on those affected by the migration process.


Governments need to work on providing equal and more job opportunities in their countries. Women and men should not be forced to become involuntary migrants due to economic necessity. 
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