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1. INTRODUCTION

Caribbean migration includes a wide 
variety of movements which can be 
classified on the basis of the stated 
purpose for the movement, whether 
work, education, or as an accompa-
nying person; or length of stay at the 
destination, whether permanent or 
temporary. Any of these migration 
types may be followed by return to the 
country of origin. While the great ma-
jority of migrations in all categories 
are documented and therefore legal, 
there are some which are undocu-
mented and illegal.

A single migrant may engage in more 
than one type of migration in his or 
her life-time and certainly a single 
household may have members en-
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gaged in any combination of types at 
the same time. Further, even migra-
tions that are long-term do not nec-
essarily reflect a total displacement of 
the individuals from their households 
and communities. Instead, they in-
variably became part of a transnation-
al network of interactions and linkag-
es that are associated with movements 
of people, money, goods and ideas in 
support of the expectations and obli-
gations of the transnational household 
or family (Schiller et al, 1995; Thomas-
Hope, 1986, 1988, 1992, 2002a).

In addition, in many cases return mi-
gration reflects a recurrent movement 
or circulation that is not recorded ei-
ther in the censuses or in any system-
atic way through other types of migra-
tion statistics. It is an important form 
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of mobility that includes a range of move-
ments from legal, informal commercial activ-
ities of various kinds, to organized trafficking 
in drugs and people. This type of movement 
is not only significant in its societal impact 
in both source and destination countries but 
it is also part of the wider phenomenon of 
population movement, directly or indirectly 
associated with the international linkages es-
tablished by the legal migration process.

The various types of migration are therefore 
incorporated into intra-regional, extra- re-
gional and return movements, around which 
Caribbean migration trends and issues are 
here discussed.

2. CONCEPTUALIZATION OF CARIB-
BEAN MIGRATION

2.1. Migration propensity

The Caribbean continues to be a region char-
acterized by high levels of migration and even 
higher levels of the propensity for migra-
tion. Opportunities for movement are readily 
taken by persons in a wide range of skills and 
education categories, not only workers but 
tertiary and secondary level students as well. 
This makes recruitment for migration, for al-
most any purpose, easy and increases the po-
tential vulnerability of the persons who move.

2.2. Transnational households, livelihoods 
and identities

The establishment of transnational house-
holds and transnational communities in vari-
ous parts of the world help to perpetuate con-

tinuing movement. There is a large reservoir 
of social capital that has been generated in 
association with migration, especially where 
the flows have been sustained over a long pe-
riod. Social capital is reflected in the extensive 
networks of contacts, and is a major resource 
for the migrants themselves. Family members 
already abroad provide part of the incentive 
for the migration of others by providing both 
a reason for wanting to go and/or a means of 
obtaining a visa under the family reunifica-
tion category for immigration.

Furthermore, a number of persons hold dual 
citizenship or residency rights in more than 
one country and they, with their households 
lead transnational lives-both in terms of their 
livelihood and identity.

2.3. Analytical perspective

To use the concept of ‘pushes and pulls’ which 
tends to be a dominant discourse relating to 
migration, is to use a metaphor that tends to 
mislead analysis and ultimately could mis- 
guide policy. It ignores the importance of the 
historical effect of corporate memory and the 
culture surrounding migration that evolved 
in the Caribbean. It also subsumes the im-
portance of structural factors that condition 
thought and action as well as of the power of 
the transnational community and personal 
transnational identities. Further, it misleads 
the analysis into a notion of migration as a 
passive response to exogenous forces. Addi-
tionally, it suggests that migration is necessar-
ily a uni-directional movement of individual 
from a negative to positive environment, ir-
respective of the multi-national network in 
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which most Caribbean people are embedded 
or indirectly influenced. 

The migrants are in the overwhelming num-
ber of cases the agents of their own decisions 
and movements. Furthermore, it is not the 
poorest and least educated sectors of the pop-
ulation that migrate most, though it is their 
conditions that logically should ‘push’ them 
out hardest.

Important is the fact that the positive, and 
usually augmented perception of migration 
as a panacea or personal solution often far 
exceeds the reality, and is sometimes condi-
tioned by deception (as in some aspects of 
trafficking). Yet even then, it does not dimin-
ish the role of the migrant as agent in the mi-
gration process.

It is also important to recognize that the per-
spective of migration from the point of view 
of the migrants and their families is different 
from, and not necessarily in the interest of, 
the state and region. For one thing, the in-
dividual and family will necessarily consider 
the short-term benefits of the movement - for 
themselves and their children; whereas gov-
ernments need to consider the long-term im-
plications for communities and states and, if 
development is taken seriously, it must con-
sider not only the economic but also those 
many intangible, even subliminal, difficult 
to measure factors, as the profound political 
and deep societal and psychological impact of 
persistent dependency on the outside world.

Certainly, migration potentially extends the 

opportunities for populations living in lim-
ited national spaces. When and where oppor-
tunities allow persons to extend their liveli-
hoods into the wider global environment, and 
since people at all levels are pre- conditioned 
to associate the achievement of their goals 
with migration, then such an opportunity is 
immediately regarded as the desired option. 
The more the society depends on this option, 
the more it continues to do so until, as in the 
Caribbean, it becomes part of the normal 
consideration within the career of individu-
als and life cycles of households. Thus incen-
tives are both direct and indirect, part of the 
ongoing opportunities within the individual’s 
sphere of information, popular notions about 
conditions in various countries, as well as 
specific events.

2.4. Incentives based on discrepancies with-
in the ‘World System’

While it is not feasible to examine all aspects 
of incentives for migration, some major ele-
ments are as follows:
a) Those embedded in the historical-struc-

tural differentials of the ‘world system’ 
as reflected in Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) levels, the Human Development 
Index (HDI), and wages;

b) Those associated with the social capital 
embedded in the social networks of Ca-
ribbean people/society and the transna-
tional communities that have developed;

c) The demand-driven migration-specific 
incentives provided by advertisements 
and the recruitment of persons as well as 
the facilitating or restrictive nature of en-
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try regulations and visa requirements at 
potential migration destinations.

The conditioning factors are based on the 
structural characteristics of the ‘world sys-
tem’ that are social, economic and political, 
and that influence the nature of the division 
of labor. However, the conditioning factors 
are not entirely material in nature. Other con-
ditioning factors are borne of historical expe-
rience, the role that migration has played in 
circumventing the constraints to social mo-
bility of the post-slavery plantation system, 
and the ways in which social institutions, 
including social class mobility and gender 
roles have accommodated and, therefore, 
evolved to facilitate, even stimulate, mobil-
ity (Thomas-Hope, 1992). In combination, 
these have conditioned the meaning that mi-
gration came to assume within society both 
in terms of the material advantage and also 
the cultural value that is embedded within 
it. Besides, the ‘world system’ and the global 
material discrepancies reinforce the ways in 
which places are perceived, and personal op-
portunity assessed. Within this context, cor-
porate memory, cultural traditions and the 
institutionalization of migration that has tak-
en place are important. Whatever the context 
of the decision-making at the household and 
individual levels, and where such decisions 
favor the migration option, the propensity for 
migration may be high but the opportunity 
to enter another country may not be present. 
The migrants’ resources as well as the regu-
latory environment at the prospective desti-
nations are critical to ultimately determining 
who moves and when.

Added to this background is the fact that spe-
cific situations and events sometimes trigger 
a high volume of movement of a particular 
type and at a specific time. These include the 
activities of agents that facilitate and encour-
age movement, such as job recruitment, ag-
gressive advertising and dissemination of 
information about opportunities in other 
countries, and agents that advertise to under-
take all documentary requirements such as 
visa applications. Other conditions that trig-
ger large scale movement relate to dramatic 
changes in conditions, such as devastation 
from natural disasters or from political up-
heaval, that spark refugee movements.

That Caribbean people respond to the real 
and perceived global differences by migrat-
ing, rather than by attempting to alter their 
situation where they are, is a further reflec-
tion of the influence of historical processes, 
the role that migration is seen to play, and the 
meaning it is ascribed at both the individual 
and societal levels. Thus, concerns relating to 
migration policy should be based partly on 
the issue of the persisting and pervasive na-
ture of factors that are interpreted by societies 
as migration incentives. It should also focus 
on the ways in which migration reflects na-
tional and regional development disparities in 
social and economic levels and thus the vul-
nerability of states to virtually any new global 
labor demands. In addition to the economic 
and developmental issues involved, other is-
sues relating to current migration trends lie 
in their implications for national security and 
peace, and the human rights of migrants.
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3. CURRENT TRENDS IN MIGRATION

3.1. Long-term migration of skills from the 
Caribbean

3.1.1. Movement to the USA
Overall, there is considerable spread of oc-
cupational groups represented among those 
whose immigration status records that they 
are destined for the workforce. The largest 
percentage is of those in blue-collar and ser-
vice groups. The second largest group, are in 
white collar occupations, some in administra-
tive and sales and others in high level posi-
tions of a professional, managerial and execu-
tive nature.

The largest number of high level personnel 
entering the USA from the Caribbean dur-
ing the decade of the 1990s was from the 
Dominican Republic. Immigrants from the 
Dominican Republic were also in the major-
ity in the category of skills labeled ‘precision 
production craft and repair’. Haiti, on the 
other hand, chiefly contributed labor in the 
less specialized skill categories of ‘operator, 
fabricator and laborer’ with 13,635 for the 
eight-year period, and dominated the ‘farm-
ing, forestry and fishing’ group with a total of 
45,935 over the 1990-98 period (Caribbean 
Community Regional Census, 1994). Jamaica 
contributes most to the ‘service’ category but 
also has relatively large numbers of migrants 
in the Professional as well as the Executive 
and Managerial groups.

Students are not specifically identified in the 
data but they constitute part of the ‘no occu-
pation’ group. Overall, 24.37% of all Caribbe-

an migrants over the eight-year period were 
in the Professional, Managerial or skilled 
technical categories. Trinidad & Tobago was 
higher than average for the Caribbean, with 
35.43% skilled. Migrants from the Domini-
can Republic were 30.23% skilled and from 
the ‘Other Caribbean’ countries combined, 
29.13% of immigrants to the U.S. were skilled 
(Ibid).

The extent, to which the Caribbean migrants 
contributed to the global total of all migrants 
to the United States in these occupational cat-
egories, was not as high as from other regions 
of the world. However, the Caribbean per-
centage of the US immigrants in the non- la-
bor force, the category that includes students 
– was indeed higher than for any other region 
of the world, with 42.5% as compared with 
the global figure of 34.2% (Ibid).

Education. As would be expected from the 
occupation structure of the Caribbean mi-
grants to the United States, the level of educa-
tion is generally high. In 1990, 60.8% of those 
from the British Commonwealth Caribbean 
had been to a tertiary institution and a further 
25.2% were high school graduates (CCPHC, 
1994). Similar categories are not available for 
migrants from Cuba, the Dominican Repub-
lic and Haiti, but data for number of years of 
formal education show 54.1% of the Cubans, 
41.8% of the Dominicans and 57.6% of the 
Haitians over the age of 20, had completed 12 
or more years of schooling (Economic Com-
mission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC), 1998). There was a very large dis-
crepancy in the education of the average Ca-
ribbean emigrant as compared to the average 
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for the respective Caribbean national popu-
lations, as observed earlier, due to the highly 
selective nature of the migrations.

Gender. In each decade since the 1950s, there 
were between 43% and 47% of Caribbean mi-
grants to the U.S. male and 53% and 57% fe-
male (CCPHC, 1994). Although females are 
well represented in all skill categories as well 
as in service occupations, numerically they 
do not typically exceed males.

3.1.2. Movement to Canada
Canada was the second most important des-
tination of Caribbean migrants in the 1990s. 
Jamaica ranked highest with a total of 17,522 
destined for the workforce over the period 
1990-1996 and a further 11,087 students plus 
others, some of whom will later either be-
come students or in the case of spouses, will 
enter the workforce, in many cases with skills. 
Trinidad and Tobago ranks second in num-
bers of migrants to Canada in the 1990s. Over 
11,000 entered the workforce over the same 
six-year period and 4,562 as students, some 
2,957 others (Statistics Canada, 1996).

The large numbers of students in the migra-
tion streams to Canada reflect the trend in 
Canada’s immigration policy to encourage 
the entry of persons at that stage. Taking 1996 
as an example, of the total of 3,275 from Ja-
maica only 47% were destined for the labor 
force, while 52.6% entered as students (the 
remaining 0.4% in miscellaneous catego-
ries). In the case of Trinidad, 2,199 entered, 
of which 55.7% were entering as workers 30% 
as students. From Haiti, 1,935 arrived, 45.3% 
for the labour force and 36% as students. The 

remaining persons entered included accom-
panying spouses and children and others not 
classified. (Statistics Canada, 1996).

The third largest group of Caribbean migrants 
to Canada in terms of number was from Haiti; 
followed by the Dominican Republic, Cuba. 
Other Caribbean territories individually sent 
small numbers of migrants as well and these 
in combination amounted to 4,843 destined 
for the workforce, over 2,000 as students and 
a further 1,000 spouses, children and persons 
not classified (Ibid).

Education. Caribbean migrants in Canada 
demonstrate a high level of education as indi-
cated by the fact that most persons enumer-
ated in 1981 had received ten or more years 
of schooling. Besides, as already indicated a 
large proportion of the migrants to Canada in 
the 1990s entered as students and thus engage 
in full-time or part-time study.

Gender. In all the major groups of Caribbe-
an nationals in Canada and for each decade 
of their arrival, females have been larger in 
number than males. The percentage male and 
female in the immigrant stock (1981) were for 
Jamaica, 43.7% male and 56.3% female; Trini-
dad & Tobago, 47% male, 53% female; Barba-
dos, 44.7% male, 54.4% female; Haiti, 45.6% 
male, 54.4% female (ECLAC, 2000). This 
would be accounted for by the preponder-
ance of females in clerical and service occu-
pations and the opportunities for work in this 
sector among Caribbean migrants in Canada. 
As observed in the US case, so in the Carib-
bean migrant populations to Canada, males 
account for a larger percentage than females 
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in the skill worker categories but females are 
well represented in all occupations, and espe-
cially students.

3.1.3. Trends since 2000
The trend in movement since 2000 is that of 
a new wave of recruitment of skilled persons 
and students. There are, as yet, no data avail-
able on these migrations and evidence of the 
general trends is tentative and largely based 
on newspaper articles and personal inter-
views (Thomas-Hope, 2002b).

Information about vacancies is generally ac-
cessed through the Internet. Some employers 
target relevant populations through advertise-
ments and inducements that are published in 
the local Newspapers followed by interviews 
and the recruitment sessions are arranged at 
local centers. In addition, the process takes 
place through a range of informal operators, 
most of whom are Caribbean nationals.

Teachers for the United Kingdom and the 
United States have been employed through 
local recruiters. The New York Educational 
Authority is currently (April 2001) engaged 
in the employment of teachers through a re-
cruitment centre set up at specific locations 
in the region. The recruitment of nurses has 
also been taking place over many years and 
still continues. The trend in the recruitment 
of College and High School students has also 
continued.

Part of the problem of the teacher and nurse 
migration has been the nature of the recruit-
ment itself, but also the rate of the movement. 
Both these aspects had negative psychologi-

cal impacts on those remaining in the sectors. 
But it is also the case that the quality of service 
is affected and that through the process of in-
ternal promotion, it is the schools and health 
clinics that serve the poorest sectors of the 
society that suffer the most. A recent study 
has concluded that the quality of teaching in 
Jamaican schools has been negatively affected 
by the recent teacher migration (Sives, Mor-
gan and Appleton, 2005)

3.2. Return migration

The chief source country of returnees to the 
Caribbean in recent years has been the United 
Kingdom. Second has been the United States, 
and third, Canada. Other countries have been 
the sources of small numbers of returnees 
also. Since the peak of return migration in 
the 1990s the trend has been one of declining 
numbers in recent years. The large numbers 
of nationals that returned to the region in the 
1990s has shown a declining trend in recent 
years.

Contrary to general assumptions, the return 
is not confined to the period of retirement 
even though there are many persons that re-
turn permanently at that stage of their life-
cycle. The demographic and occupational 
characteristics of returning residents have 
not been monitored by the official agencies 
but research based on select samples reveal 
a wide range of age, occupational and edu-
cational groups included (ECLAC, 1998a; 
1998b; Thomas-Hope, 1999a; 2002a).

The sending of remittances and financial 
transfers are not necessarily part of the return 
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movement, but it is most certainly associated 
with the transnational nature of households 
and families and in many cases, with the in-
tention or idea of a subsequent return. Remit-
tances account for substantial proportions of 
the GDP of some Caribbean countries (for 
example, in Jamaica contributing more than 
the traditional export sector). Remittances, 
however, are not being used as effectively as 
they potentially could be. The point has been 
made that the volume of remittance flow to 
the Caribbean is far lower than would be ex-
pected by comparison with other migrant so-
cieties, for example, in Asia, and that the flow 
is currently too unpredictable to be used for 
national investment projects (Samuel, 2000).

3.3. Temporary out-migration from the Ca-
ribbean

Overseas temporary employment contracts 
are negotiated by the Ministries of Labor of 
the respective Caribbean countries and work-
ers are recruited by these Ministries follow-
ing interviews of the prospective candidates 
from which the selections are made. Cur-
rently short- terms temporary work pro-
grams include: Farm Worker Program to the 
USA, Hotel Worker Program in the USA, to 
include waiters and chambermaids, Farm 
Worker Program to Canada, Factory Worker 
Program to Canada, Programmer of miscel-
laneous workers to Guantanamo Bay.

The majority of temporary contracts are for 
seasonal agricultural work or hotel services. 
Mexicans vastly outnumber those from the 
Caribbean but the movement, nevertheless, 
has been important for the countries involved. 

In Jamaica, for example, numbers to the USA 
declined dramatically over the same period as 
compared with previous years. In 1989, 1990 
and 1991, the farm workers recruited for the 
USA were well in excess of 10,000 in any year. 
In 2001, 2002 and as suggested by the data 
from the first half of 2003, numbers recruited 
for US farms fell below 4,000 each year. Num-
bers to Canada of farm and factory workers 
combined have remained steady and greater 
than 4,000 in any year (Compiled from, Gov-
ernment of Jamaica, Ministry of Labor Statis-
tics).

3.4. Intra-caribbean migration

3.4.1. Legal labor migration
The intra-regional movements in recent 
years have shown a steady rate of increased 
movement to those islands where tourism 
expanded over the past decade, such as Anti-
gua- Barbuda, the British dependent states of 
Anguilla, the British Virgin Islands and Cay-
man Islands and the Netherlands Antilles, es-
pecially Curacao, and Aruba.

In the absence of the relevant data from the 
2001 Population Census, it is not possible to 
ascertain the rate of emigration in the inter-
census decade 1991-2001. Nevertheless, it 
is known that emigrants from Guyana have 
been settling throughout the Eastern Carib-
bean, especially in islands with significant 
tourism sectors, such as Barbados, Antigua 
and St. Kitts and Nevis. Likewise, persons 
from the Dominican Republic have been 
settling in St. Kitts and Nevis under citizen-
ship entitlements based on the nationality of 
their grandparents who had migrated from 
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St. Kitts-Nevis to the Dominican Republic as 
labor migrants in the 1920s and 1930s. Jamai-
cans have been moving to the centers of tour-
ism development in Antigua and Barbuda, 
Anguilla, the British Virgin Islands and the 
US Virgin Islands. Unlike the Guyanese and 
Dominican communities that have become 
established in the Eastern Caribbean, the Ja-
maicans tend to form a mobile community 
engaged in a considerable degree of circula-
tion back to Jamaica periodically for periods 
of varying duration.

Migrants establish or move into niche occupa-
tions in response to the opportunities afford-
ed by the economic and social structure of the 
host country. The distribution and concentra-
tions of immigrants in specific occupational 
categories thus reflect the economic growth 
sectors that encourage immigration. For ex-
ample, in the Bahamas and the British Virgin 
Islands, most non-nationals are involved in 
unskilled work. However, the second most 
significant category is professionals, followed 
by craft and service activities. This is a conse-
quence of the thrust of the developments in 
tourism in which the migrants obtain work 
and indeed, have established a niche. By con-
trast, most of the non-nationals in Jamaica 
are in the professional (45.9%), managerial 
(16.3%) and technical (12.0%) categories. 
This is to large extent a replacement popula-
tion for Jamaicans in these occupations who 
had migrated to North America (Caribbean 
Community Regional Census, 1994.

The intra-Caribbean migration situation is 
highly dynamic. There are the possibilities 
of change in the migration pattern depend-

ing upon any emerging foci of growth in any 
of the islands and the attendant need for an 
increased workforce of a particular type. An 
additional factor that underlines the migra-
tion dynamic is that any major environmen-
tal hazard could lead to out-migration. This 
is exemplified by the situation in Montserrat. 
The migration pattern changed dramatically 
in the second half of the 1990s due to the vol-
canic eruptions. In 1990, this island had an 
immigration rate of 13.7 and emigration rate 
of 18.6. Currently, although data are not avail-
able, it is known that the immigration has 
virtually ceased and the emigration rate has 
increased significantly (CCPHC, 1994).

3.4.2. Irregular migration
As with documented or legal migration, so too 
undocumented or illegal migration includes 
different types of movement. Illegal migrants 
leave from the Caribbean countries direct to 
destinations outside the region, mainly the 
USA, Canada and countries in Europe. Other 
movements are intra-Caribbean, while still 
others involve Caribbean destinations in the 
first instance and then on to locations outside 
the region. Estimates of the volume of illegal 
migrants entering countries can only be made 
on the basis of those that are identified by the 
authorities, which is on the basis of numbers 
interdicted at sea, numbers of asylum seekers 
and persons entering without inspection and 
subject to deportation.

The pattern of movement. The direction and 
volume of irregular movements reflect two 
interrelated hierarchies of opportunity based 
upon economic conditions and distance. At 
one level, irregular migrants constitute the 
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materially poor from the poorest countries to 
other nations within the Caribbean, and af-
fect destinations within the shortest distances 
from the point of origin, as financial costs are 
generally commensurately lower for these 
places than more distant locations.

In addition to transport cost, opportunity 
cost is highest for the USA. The risk of being 
intercepted is lower in those countries of the 
region that can afford less intensive coast-
guard surveillance. For example, entry into 
the Turks and Caicos Islands since 1994 has 
been relatively easier than into the Bahamas. 
In other territories where there is cooperation 
with the US Coastguard based in San Juan, 
surveillance is tight, as is the case for the US 
Virgin Islands. The selection of a destination, 
therefore, reflects a compromise on the part 
of the migrant between lower risk and costs 
versus preferred location. The main flows of 
irregular migration are given below.

Migrants move from Caribbean countries to 
the USA and the European Union (EU) go 
direct or via transit points (some of which be-
come their final destinations). Regular airline 
routes and the use of false documents provide 
the means of entry.

Chiefly because of the large numbers involved, 
the main concern relating to irregular migra-
tion in the Caribbean in recent years has been 
on the migrants who attempt to enter a Carib-
bean country or the USA by boat. The boats 
are usually undocumented and in many cases 
operated by smuggling rings. Large boats are 
used if direct travel to the USA is intended, 
but to reduce the risk of being observed and 

intercepted by the Coastguard, the final leg 
of the journey is made in small boats, usually 
from archipelagos of the Bahamian, or Turks 
and Caicos Islands.

Haiti, Cuba and the Dominican Republic are 
the major sources of these irregular move-
ments. Haitians chiefly travel to the Bahamas 
or the Turks and Caicos Islands, many with 
the intention of relocating to the USA, while 
Cubans prefer to travel directly to Florida. 
Smaller numbers of Haitians and Cubans 
travel by sea to Jamaica or Cayman and later 
attempt to move from there to the USA. Be-
tween mid-February and May, 2004, over 500 
Haitians arrived in Jamaica by boat (The Ja-
maican Ministry of National Security unpub-
lished data). The majority filed applications 
for asylum whereas 116 sought voluntary 
repatriation to Haiti, assisted by the Interna-
tional Organization of Migration (IOM) and 
the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR).

The route of irregular migrants from the 
Dominican Republic has traditionally been, 
and continues to be, across the Mona Pas-
sage to Puerto Rico with the aim of moving 
on to the USA. More recently, there has been 
movement from the Dominican Republic to 
the various Eastern Caribbean islands. This 
movement is also characterized by smuggling 
rings involved in the trafficking of young 
women and girls destined for prostitution at 
locations in the Caribbean itself, especially 
those islands with a prosperous tourist indus-
try, such as Antigua, the British Overseas Ter-
ritory of Anguilla, the French Departments of 
Martinique and Guadeloupe and the Nether-
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lands Antilles, as well as countries of Central 
and South America, or in Europe (Kempa-
doo, 1999).

The scale of the movement. Migrants Inter-
dicted at sea

The movement of irregular migrants destined, 
either directly or through transit points, for 
the USA was dominated by Haitians over the 
period 1982 to 1994, and numbers peaked 
in 1992 with 31,438 persons interdicted, fol-
lowed by a decline after 1995 to less than 2,000 
in any year (USA, Alien Migrant Interdiction, 
2002; see Thomas-Hope, 2003). In 1990 and 
1991, there were over 1,000 Dominicans in-
terdicted and in 1995 and 1996, there were 
4,047 and 5,430 interdicted, after which num-
bers once more fell off to 1,463 in 1997 and 
less than 1,000 each year thereafter. Between 
1991 and 1994, the number of Cubans inter-
dicted was also much higher than previously 
recorded and increased from less than 4,000 
in 1993 to more than 37,000 in 1994, after 
which numbers again declined (USA, Alien 
Interdiction, 2002).

In addition to the interdictions carried out by 
the US Coastguard, the security forces of the 
Bahamas and the Turks and Caicos Islands 
also apprehended irregular migrants. The 
former reported that in the year 2000, 4,879 
Haitians were intercepted, 6,253 in 2001, and 
during the first eight months of 2002, 4,077 
Haitians were detained (Bahamian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, unpublished data, 2002). 
The migrants were taken by the Coastguard 
to a location on the southern island of Inagua, 

where they were handed over to immigration 
authorities for processing and repatriation.

Over the same period, authorities in the Turks 
and Caicos Islands apprehended 806 persons 
in 2000, 2,038 in 2001 and 845 during January 
to July 2002 (Turks and Caicos Islands, un-
published data, 2002). The trend of increas-
ing volume is similar to that seen all over the 
region. Whether the increases in numbers ap-
prehended represent greater vigilance by the 
authorities or whether they reflect an increase 
in the volume of flow of Haitian irregular mi-
grants is an open question.

Asylum seekers

Caribbean persons seeking asylum in recent 
years in the USA have chiefly been Haitian 
nationals, with numbers amounting to 4,257 
in 2000 and 4,938 in 2001. In addition, small 
numbers of Cubans, 157 and 160 in 2000 and 
2001 respectively, have sought asylum in the 
USA. In the case of Canada, there were no 
large numbers from any one Caribbean coun-
try seeking asylum but small numbers from 
several countries. Haitian nationals were in a 
majority in 2000 and 2001 and Cubans sec-
ond. However, there were also in excess of 
one hundred asylum seekers from Grenada, 
Jamaica and St. Vincent and the Grenadines 
(UNHCR, 2003).

3.5. Deportees

Deportees refer to those Caribbean nation-
als abroad who are involuntarily returned to 
their country of birth following charges for 
offences committed (most criminal and some 
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civil) in a country overseas and in which they 
have no citizenship status, notwithstanding 
that they may have lived there for many years.

The case of Jamaica will be cited to illustrate 
the scale and nature of the movement. With 
the number of deportees rising to well over 
3,000 in 2002, it is evident that this category 
of returning national now far exceeds that of 
the returning residents.

Data for the years 1995 to 2002 indicated the 
predominance of the movement of deport-
ees from the United States. Over the period 
1995-2002 the United States was the source 
of 63.5% of the total number of deportees 
to Jamaica. The United Kingdom deported 
19.69% of all those returned to Jamaica over 
the same period, Canada deported 12.45% 
and other countries, 4.36%. In each year from 
1995 to 2002, at least 1,699 deportees arrived 
in Jamaica and it is also to be noted that the 
numbers have risen through this eight-year 
period, with 1,582 arriving in 1995 and 3,306 
in 2002, reflecting an increase in excess of 
100%. This increase was due to the rising 
numbers arriving from the United Kingdom. 
The numbers of persons deported from Can-
ada decreased significantly over the period, 
those from the United States increased gradu-
ally but those from the United Kingdom in-
creased dramatically especially in 2002, when 
1,462 were returned (The Planning Institute 
of Jamaica, 1970-2002).

The regular arrival of deportees in some 
countries is causing considerable strain on 
the national health and social services. Many 
deportees would like to obtain work and fit 
back into society but without the appropriate 

support, this becomes very difficult. Other 
deportees are to be found among the home-
less and also those persons involved in local 
crime and international criminal networks, 
increasing the national security problems. 
The practice is one that also needs to be ex-
amined in terms of human rights.

3.6. Trafficking in persons

The definition of trafficking in persons pro-
vided in the United Nations Protocol to Pre-
vent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in Per-
sons, Especially Women and Children. It states 
that, “Trafficking in persons includes the re-
cruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring 
or receipt of persons, by means of threat or 
use of force or other forms of coercion, of ab-
duction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse 
of power or of a position of vulnerability or 
of the giving or receiving of payments or ben-
efits to achieve the consent of a person having 
control over another person, for the purpose 
of exploitation” (UN Protocol, Article 3).

The movement is now so widespread in the 
Caribbean that most countries are involved 
as source, with numbers from the Domini-
can Republic tending to be largest. The chief 
destinations are the major tourist centres of 
the region, principally for the commercial sex 
trade. This now involves most states though 
to varying extent. There is also evidence that 
some of the intra-Caribbean movements of 
persons trafficked subsequently end outside 
of the region, with many other countries 
used as transit points. Likewise, the source 
of persons trafficked into the Caribbean in-
clude China, India and the Philippines (IOM, 
2004).
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The trans-border movements are chiefly un-
dertaken using the legal migration mecha-
nisms. In addition to the trans-border move-
ment, studies have shown the extent of traf-
ficking in women and children within Carib-
bean counties (See for example, Dunn, 2000; 
2001).

4. DATA

Circularity in the pattern of movement be-
tween places of origin and destination make 
the collection of and consistency in the data 
difficult, even with respect to documented or 
legal movements. Caribbean countries imple-
ment regulations and thus record the immi-
gration of non-nationals but do not generally 
record the movements of nationals except for 
a few countries in recent years, with respect 
to returning nationals. The absence of data 
about the movements of nationals is partly 
because of the difficulty in identifying them 
as migrants versus persons temporarily de-
parting their country for various reasons, and 
partly because their movements have not tra-
ditionally been regarded of major significance 
to the policies of Caribbean states.

4.1. Legal migration

4.1.1. South-North migration
Information regarding emigration from the 
Caribbean is maintained by the countries of 
destination of Caribbean migrants as a record 
of immigration. These data do not, therefore, 
include those national groups that, due to 
their citizenship, require no visas for entry; 
for example, people from the French Antil-
les moving to France, British Commonwealth 

migrants to the UK up until the new require-
ments of visas in 2003, citizens of British 
dependent states, Netherlands Antilleans to 
the Netherlands and Puerto Ricans and US 
Virgin Islanders to the USA. Moreover, not 
only is there no regional database, but there 
is a lack of databases at the level of individual 
states containing information relating to all 
the migration streams pertaining to the re-
spective countries.

With regard to the data derived at the desti-
nation, it must be noted that the year of ad-
mission to immigrant status is not usually the 
year of entry into the country. In the case of 
the USA, a number of persons recorded as 
being granted immigrant status in any par-
ticular year had arrived in the country pre-
viously, on a temporary basis, during which 
time they had filed for permanent status and 
adjustments had been made. Thus, for exam-
ple, in Fiscal Year 1999, 71,683 persons were 
admitted into the USA from the Caribbean, 
of which only 48,274 (67%) were new arriv-
als in the 1998-1999 fiscal year; of the 88,198 
admitted in 1999-2000, only 50,108 (less than 
56%) were new arrivals (USA, Immigration 
and Naturalization Service, 2001). Addition-
ally, immigrants to a country are in some 
cases recorded in terms of their last country 
of residence and at other times in terms of 
country of birth, thus adding to the inconsis-
tencies that arise in the data collected by dif-
ferent countries.

4.1.2. Intra-Caribbean migration
The data from the CARICOM Census 2001 
are not yet available for the region in such a 
form that migration figures could be extrapo-
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lated or computed. Each Caribbean state is 
responsible for the conduct of their respective 
population censuses and collation of the data. 
Until the work is completed in each state the 
regional agencies cannot establish a database. 
This means that the most recent Caribbean re-
gional migration data currently available are 
from the CARICOM 1991 Census for Popula-
tion and Housing (CCPHC, 1994). This cen-
sus provides migration data for much of the 
region up to that year but, even then, this is 
with the important exceptions of Jamaica and 
Haiti, as well as the non-CARICOM coun-
tries of the Dominican Republic and Cuba 
and island dependencies.

4.1.3. Return migration
The data on return migration are only record-
ed in some Caribbean countries, therefore it 
is not possible to develop a comprehensive 
dataset or to obtain a full picture of the move-
ment as it pertains to the region. Those coun-
tries that currently record the number of mi-
grants returning are the Dominican Republic, 
Jamaica, Barbados and St Kitts-Nevis. The 
data that are collected on return migration 
are generally not comprehensive or inclusive 
of details about the populations involved. The 
Jamaican Customs Department began col-
lecting data on returning nationals in 1993 on 
the basis of numbers applying for duty con-
cessions with respect to the importation of 
personal goods. These data substantially un-
derestimate the real flow of migrants because 
they are based on applications for duty-free 
concessions made by one member on behalf 
of the entire household. The size of the house-
hold for which the application is made is not 
recorded nor is any detail about the individ-

uals, such as age, sex, occupation or educa-
tional level. The numbers of return migrants 
with particular skills, or those who are still in 
the labor force versus those who were retired 
cannot be distinguished, therefore, from the 
total number of returnees. Barbados and St. 
Kitts-Nevis have also taken an active inter-
est in the return of migrants in recent years 
and although some effort is currently made 
to collect data pertaining to numbers, like 
the Jamaican data they are based primarily 
on applications for customs concessions. Fur-
thermore, in all cases, a number of returnees 
continue to circulate between the Caribbean 
and their previous migration destinations in 
North America or Europe and those who re-
migrate are never recorded to have done so.

4.1.4. Temporary migration
The data on legal temporary migration are 
carefully maintained by the governments of 
the respective countries that have negotiated 
the contracting of their nationals under the 
provisions of short-term labor contracts. The 
relevant governments have responsibility for 
recruitment of the workers.

4.2. Illegal migration

The data on illegal, irregular or undocument-
ed migration are, understandably, impossible 
to generate with any degree of accuracy. The 
USA records of aliens subject to deportation 
in fiscal year 2002, showed a total of 9,602 
and, of this number, 5,100 had entered the 
country without inspection and were there-
fore undocumented or illegal migrants (USA, 
Immigration and Naturalization Services, 
2003). The absence of data for previous years 
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in the USA and for Canada and European 
countries, prevent the identification of the 
trend over time or a comparative evaluation 
of the movement from the Caribbean to other 
countries of the North. Nevertheless, an idea 
of the extent of the movement is obtained by 
a) the numbers interdicted at sea, b) numbers 
of asylum seekers and c) persons entering 
without inspection and subject to deporta-
tion. None of these sets of data provide reli-
able indicators of illegal migration, though 
they can be used, with caution, as the only 
available surrogates.

Using numbers of persons interdicted at sea 
as an indicator is unreliable on account of the 
fact that there is no way of estimating how 
many persons actually successfully reach their 
destination, not is it possible to know how 
many use their first location of landing as a 
transfer point from which they subsequently 
depart as they move on to another country. 
Numbers of asylum seekers, likewise, are not 
reflective of the total numbers crossing a bor-
der without the required entry documenta-
tion. The data for numbers entering without 
inspection, relate to those persons who are 
identified by the authorities, and because il-
legal migrants avoid documentation, includ-
ing census enumeration, the figures can only 
relate to known illegal entries. In the case of 
the USA, fiscal year 2002 was the first year for 
which data were available on the categories 
of aliens identified as being deportable. The 
data on deportable aliens in previous years 
only specified whether deportation was due 
to criminal or non- criminal offences and not 
whether the persons were undocumented 

and illegally within the country, so that their 
migration status remained unstated.

5. ‘MANAGING’ MIGRATION

5.1. Incentives

Policies’ regarding the immigration of re-
placement populations in specific occupa-
tions has usually been the means of filling 
the labor force gaps in the region. This cur-
rently pertains in the nursing sector of some 
Caribbean countries, whereby recruitment 
methods (for example, of Cuban nurses to Ja-
maica) are used.

Incentives to remain in the region also pro-
vide the possibility of retaining skills but there 
needs to be caution that the poorer states do 
not become further depleted of skills. The 
debate about policy regarding the increas-
ing trend in teacher and nurse migration has 
led to initiatives to ‘manage’ the situation by 
training these professionals in numbers that 
would supply both the local and overseas 
demands. There are a number of underlying 
concerns: first about both the way in which 
this would work in practice, in particular, 
which trained persons would be selected for 
migration and which not; and second, about 
the societal implications of training persons 
for export.

5.1.1. Incentives to return
The return involves not just the movement of 
people but also the movement of remittanc-
es in the form of financial capital as well as 
goods of various kinds (Thomas-Hope,1999). 
These are typically transferred back to the 
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Caribbean country of origin through formal 
and informal channels either prior to, along 
with or following the return of the migrants 
themselves.

The realization on the part of some Caribbean 
governments that the Diaspora constitutes or 
contains human and economic resources that 
would be of value to national development 
and that the returning population has a po-
tentially major contribution to make, has led 
to the establishment of programs in Jamaica, 
Barbados and St. Kitts-Nevis to facilitate and 
encourage return.

5.1.2. Incentives for investment, collabora-
tion in development projects
This is an area where more attention needs to 
be paid. However, the overall environment re-
lating to personal safety and financial security 
will be the main basis on which any invest-
ment and project partnership from the Dias-
pora will succeed.

5.2. Regulations

Although migration incentives are high, the 
regulatory controls of the prospective receiv-
ing countries, both in the countries of the 
North (in this case the countries of North 
America and Europe) as well as in the coun-
tries of the Caribbean itself, carefully guard 
their borders through the enforcement of reg-
ulations of varying degrees of stringency and 
selectivity. Selectivity is intended to attract 
those persons deemed to provide desirable 
immigrants and ultimately, citizens. The reg-
ulations thus differentially facilitate or deter 
movement by establishing various entry reg-

ulations, including those relating to duration 
of stay, for various categories of person. This 
section outlines the regulatory framework 
pertaining to the entry of Caribbean citizens 
to the USA, Canada, the UK as well as into 
the CARICOM states themselves.

5.2.1. Immigration regulations of intra-Ca-
ribbean migration
The free movement of skills within the Ca-
ribbean applies only to CARICOM member 
states and to specific categories of skills. The 
purpose of policy on free movement of skilled 
labor is to optimize the utilization of human 
resources within the Caribbean Single Mar-
ket and Economy (CSME). While the move-
ment of artistes and professionals was agreed 
in 1992, Caribbean states have been reluc-
tant to move quickly in the direction of free 
movement of all categories of labor within 
the region; thus while laws were enacted vari-
ously throughout the decade following 1992, 
their full implementation has still not been 
achieved (Caribbean Community, 1996). The 
objectives of the CSME are that fully inte-
grated goods, services, capital and labor mar-
kets will result in a more dynamic economy. 
The main difference between the Common 
Market and the CSME is that the Common 
Market provided only for the free movement 
of goods, while the achievement of the objec-
tives of the CSME would necessarily involve 
the free movement of not only goods, but also 
of services, capital and labor.

Throughout the Caribbean, all skilled and 
unskilled labor immigrants require work 
permits in order to work in the host country. 
Work permits have to be requested by the 
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company or organization hiring the migrant. 
Requests are considered mainly when it has 
been proven that there is no qualified/com-
petent national available for the post. There 
is usually the requirement of a fee to be paid 
upon application for a work permit.

6. CONCLUSION

In summary, the recent migration trends 
show increases in:
•	 The	loss	of	professional	skills	through	the	

recruitment of professionals – in particu-
lar teachers and nurses for work abroad;

•	 Irregular	migration;
•	 Human	trafficking;
•	 The	return	of	‘deportees’	to	the	region;
•	 Return	migration,	remittances	and	trans-

fers of funds.

All of these trends constitute important issues 
to be addressed. Thus, how to ‘manage migra-
tion’ so as to reduce the vulnerability of Ca-
ribbean populations to the negative impacts 
of migration can be identified as the over-
arching issue that needs to be addressed.

The objective of such an approach has to be 
to optimize the opportunities of migration 
for socio-economic development, national 
and regional security and the protection of 
human rights.

Implicit in developing policies to improve the 
management of migration are the additional 
issues of:
•	 The	ways	in	which	migrations	of	various	

types are conceptualized and contextual-
ized so that the fundamental issues, and 

not just the obvious symptoms, can be 
identified.

•	 Data	quality.

On the basis of the trends and patterns of 
Caribbean in- and out-migration, an im-
portant issue for policy is the recognition of 
the potential value of the free movement of 
people, both for individuals and countries of 
source and destination. Migration has long 
been a means of extending the opportuni-
ties, and overcoming some of the limitations, 
of small, developing Caribbean states and, 
overall, has enriched the region in a variety 
of ways. However, such positive assessments 
have to be tempered with the concerns about 
the excessive emigration of skilled persons es-
pecially when this occurs over short periods 
of time. Not only does this create immediate 
gaps in the labor force which is damaging to 
productivity but also, the resources invested 
in education and training may never be re-
covered. The free movement of labor between 
countries of the Caribbean Community as 
proposed, with a view to establishing a single 
market for human resources, could serve to 
reduce the negative effects of skill loss from 
the region by a common pool of workers at 
the regional level.

The trends have shown that Caribbean migra-
tion is highly responsive to occupational and 
educational opportunities in other countries, 
yet there is also a strong tendency to return 
to the native country later on. In terms of fi-
nancial capital, there are already strong indi-
cations of the potential flows through remit-
tances back to the original source countries 
associated with the migration process. The 
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transnational household and return migra-
tion are of particular value in the generation 
and direction of these flows. The creation and 
publicizing of incentives for investment are 
not only an imperative but must be of such a 
kind that they are sustainable in their impact. 
This is especially important given the uncer-
tainty of the period over which large remit-
tances will be received, for they will only be 
sustained for as long as migrants continue to 
return, or intend to return, to their countries 
of origin.

Strategies for harnessing the potential hu-
man capital at all points of the migration 
trajectory, as well as the financial and other 
material generated by and available through 
migration, are necessary so that these poten-
tial assets are not wasted. While specific pro-
grams may be launched to capitalize on the 
benefits of migration, and these are impor-
tant initiatives, the trends show that there is 
much spontaneous positive feedback through 
the migration process and this too needs to 
be encouraged. For undoubtedly, in the long 
run, the existence of a social, economic and 
political environment conducive to produc-
tivity and social development is the essential 
prerequisite for a reduction in illegal move-
ments and a positive net impact of all aspects 
of legal migration and return.
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