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Executive Summary
Despite recent trade tensions and border restrictions implemented in response to the
Coronavirus pandemic, the world is still interconnected. In particular, globalization leads many
people to emigrate to new countries. This report seeks to identify the challenges faced by one
such group – Guatemalans who emigrate to America – as well as the causes that led them to
emigrate.
The report has two parts – a history of Guatemalan emigration and a summary of living
conditions of Guatemalans in America. Several issues emerge throughout: Guatemalans have
lower rates of English language knowledge than other immigrants, vaccine hesitancy remains a
problem (although less so than in early 2021), the cost of sending remittances is sizable, and
agricultural workers face harassment such as sexual assault. Additionally, since many
Guatemalans work in blue-collar jobs, they are disproportionately affected by job losses during
the pandemic. We explore possible solutions to these problems throughout. Some are
dismissed as impractical - such as adopting cryptocurrencies to ease the cost of remittances.
Some may be difficult to achieve, namely increasing funding for educational programs.
However, we present these solutions in hope that they may be a starting point for further
debate.

Introduction
This report consists of three main sections: a history section, a demographic overview, and an
analysis of the current situation. It opens with a discussion of the history of Guatemalan
immigration, beginning with the Guatemalan Civil War. Much current immigration is driven by
social instability that is rooted in the Guatemalan Civil War, therefore one must understand this
history to understand the present. The report then shifts to a demographic overview of
Guatemalans in America. This touches upon which parts of the country are home to the most
immigrants and briefly mentions immigrant clubs, a key source of support for Guatemalans. This
section is followed by a discussion of challenges faced by Guatemalans on a regular basis.
These challenges are grouped under the areas of crime, employment, agriculture, and vaccine
hesitancy. The report includes policy suggestions for a few of these areas, such as finding ways
to provide better English instruction and protect farmworkers against sexual assault. After this
section, a much longer section is devoted to remittances, a key source of economic support for
families back home in Guatemala. Specifically, this section analyzes where remittances are sent
within Guatemala, how Guatemalan remittances compare to those of other neighboring
countries, and some of the problems caused by migrating in order to send remittances home.
The final section of the body of the report is a summary of sister city pairs of Guatemalan and
American cities. The report concludes with a list of the most important policy suggestions.
Research for this report was conducted over the span of two and half months by undergraduate
researchers at Harvard University. We utilize publications in academic journals, news articles,
and interviews to guide our summaries and policy suggestions. Many sources contacted for
phone interviews either refused to participate or else responded in the affirmative but never
replied when we attempted to follow up. Despite our assurances of anonymity, several
undocumented individuals expressed concerns that sharing information with us could result in
their deportation. Had our time frame for research been longer, then we might have been able to
conduct interviews in person to alleviate some of these fears. For this reason, there is still much
work that can be done to gather further information on the Guatemalan diaspora within America.

History
The Guatemalan Civil War – The Trigger for 20th Century Migration
Before the start of the Guatemalan Civil War, Guatemalans did not frequently migrate north.
Though some who permanently lived near the Mexican border made daily or seasonal
commutes for work, in general, Guatemalans preferred to stay in Guatemala. There were two
main groups of Guatemalan emigrants, and it is useful to distinguish between the two groups
when discussing their migration patterns. The first are Ladinos, the common word in Guatemala
for non-Indigenous people. From 1966-1968, the main group of Guatemalan emigrants were
Ladinos in the Eastern region of the country, who were dissidents of the Ladino led government.
These migrants primarily fled to Mexico and were middle-class professionals. They formed a
diaspora in Mexico City, a community which continues to grow to this day1. The second group of
migrants are indigenous Mayans, who began to flee during the Guatemalan Civil War. Right
wing Guatemalan Army forces led campaigns of mass violence against rural indigenous
communities that were betrayed by national leaders as Leftist Guerilla forces, leading to about
200,000 Mayans to flee to Mexico throughout the 1960s.2 However, some indigenous people
took the opportunity to join the Guatemalan army when it was offered since this increased their
statural position. The army primarily targeted teenagers as recruits when necessary.3
At this point in time, the Mexican government was largely ill-equipped to handle large quantities
of migrants and had no system in place to award refugee status. However, the United Nations
built logistical infrastructure throughout the 70s and was eventually able to support the Mexican
government with supplies. As a result, Guatemalans registered as refugees with the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) were generally able to get support in
refugee camps near Mexico’s southern border. By 1988, over 41,000 Guatemalans were
registered with the UNHCR, leaving, unfortunately, an estimated 150,000 without support.4
The Beginning of Migration to the USA
Immigration to the United States largely began in the 1970s, and an overwhelming proportion of
these Guatemalan migrants were Mayans seeking refugee status. Natural disasters, most
notably a 1976 earthquake, prompted greater organization of migration routes and allowed for
larger numbers of Guatemalans to travel to the U.S. and Mexico (and, to a much lesser extent,
south to El Salvador, Belize, and other Central American nations).5 However, it was in the 80s
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when migration skyrocketed, as the Guatemalan government directed the army to assassinate
rural Mayan families and children, whom they saw as “bad seed” for the nation.6 The
government’s term for this process of murdering children deemed potential revolutionary
leaders, “terminando la semilla,” translates to “ending the seed” in English.7 The army ran a
violent campaign intended to scare civilians out of helping guerilla fighting groups in indigenous
communities. This campaign consisted of mass sexual violence (including rape), kidnapping
and torturing of mostly adult men, razing of villages, and other acts of genocide, which led
targeted groups to flee en masse.8 Their journeys were generally neither well-planned nor
well-funded, and it was common for poor women and children to make the journey alone. As the
American public became more aware of the atrocities being committed in Guatemala, the 1980s
saw a domestic movement in the United States to admit and extend sanctuary to a larger
number of foreigners. Nearly 50,000 Guatemalans entered the nation in 1989, a single year
peak. In 1982, approximately 20,000 Guatemalans landed in Florida alone, and a majority found
work in tomato farms and citrus groves.9 In 1992, Guatemalan petitioners made up 42% of
asylum seekers in the United States.10 Migration to Mexico also dramatically increased during
the 1980s. Those who made it to Mexico and were unable to obtain refugee status with the
UNHCR commonly had no option but to approach ordinary Mexicans for help, a process that
came to be known as “pedir posada.” The phrase refers to asking for shelter, and it is the same
phrase as is used in most biblical translations to describe how Mary and Joseph struggled to
find lodgings when Jesus was about to be born.11
Some Mayans migrated seasonally from the US to Guatemala, mostly for agricultural work, and
some Ladinos immigrated to the US for better economic or educational opportunities. However,
nearly all Guatemalan emmigrants who came to the US and Mexico between 1960 and 1997
were war refugees and Mayan. For this reason, a 1995 survey of immigrants in California found
that a large majority had no intention of returning to Guatemala. Although this survey also
included immigrants from El Salvador, it is indicative of migrants’ continued distrust of the
Guatemalan government.12
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Recent History
At the conclusion of the civil war, Guatemalan migration to the United States rose once again.
By 2010, Guatemalans made up 2% of the foreign born population, according to the Census.
This made Guatemala the ninth most-common country-of-origin of foreign-born migrants. Most
migrants since the end of the war have been economic migrants, usually young men. These
men commonly send money home to families they left behind. (See the Remittances section for
more information.) With the passage of major immigration reform laws starting in 1996, including
the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA), reforms to welfare,
and an anti-terrorism law, immigrating to the United States became harder for Guatemalans.
Especially after 9/11, fear of foreigners allowed immigration authorities, most notably ICE, to
broadly expand their powers and deport greater numbers of unauthorized migrants. Beginning
in approximately 2006, Guatemalans became a primary target of ICE workplace raids, raising
their visibility in the media. Deportations of Guatemalans have rapidly increased since the end
of the Guatemalan Civil War, when there were only some 1,700. In 2011, over 30,000
Guatemalans were deported. Guatemalans make up a disproportionate share of undocumented
immigrants in 21st century America. Despite being only 2% of the foreign born population, they
were about 5% of the undocumented population in 2010. Further challenging Guatemalan
migrants is that the Mexican government (in collaboration with American authorities) has
become less tolerant of Central-American migrants passing through its borders. From the 1990s
through the 2010s, tens of thousands of migrants were deported annually from Mexico,
approximately 45% of whom were of Guatemalan origin. On the other hand, legal immigration
from Guatemala in which migrants obtain official status has also risen in the 21st century,
excluding the period of time immediately after the passage of the 1986 Immigration Reform and
Control Act (IRCA). Guatemalan-rights activists have worked alongside larger and better funded
Central-American activist groups, most notably those of Salvadoran origin, to better protect
Central-American immigrants.13
In the early 2010s, migration rates of unaccompanied minors and women began to rise, a trend
seen throughout Latin America. From 2011-2012 alone, rates of unaccompanied minors
apprehended at the US-Mexico rose by 50%. For Guatemalan women making the journey north,
the experience is particularly dangerous. Many who travel via land are raped or brutalized in
other fashion by various gangs that populate the most common migrant routes through Mexico.
These same gangs often force migrants to traffic drugs, arms, or even other humans.14
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Demographic overview
Per the United States 2010 Census, the Guatemalan-American population of 1,044,209 is
heavily concentrated in California and the Northeast, with
half of the population residing in those two regions.
Approximately 332,737 Guatemalans live in California, with
231,304 living specifically in the Los Angeles Metropolitan
Area.1516 In Los Angeles, which has the largest absolute
Guatemalan-American population by a wide margin,
Guatemalans are concentrated in the Pico-Union district.
This district is dominated by Central Americans. The
metropolitan area with the second largest Guatemalan
population is the New York City area, with 101,257 people.
Cities with high percentages of Guatemalans are Marydel,
Maryland (~43%), Brewster, New York (~38%), and
Indiantown, Florida (~37.15%)17.
Wealthy Guatemalan-Americans typically immigrate to cities such
as Miami, a major commercial center. Predominantly less
educated and undocumented Guatemalans will immigrate to more
rural areas or areas with large Latino populations for work, such as
Pico-Union in LA, rural San Joaquin Valley, or other small, rural
immigrant communities.18 One such community is Indiantown,
Florida, where many work in sugar harvesting, orange picking, or
other forms of agriculture. In cities like these with substantial
immigrant populations, many Guatemalans live in tenement
apartments or in trailers lacking vital utilities. Living quarters are
tight, as their cramped lodgings tend to house multiple families or large singular ones.19 Overall,
only 32% of Guatemalans in the U.S. are homeowners. This share is lower than that of the total
U.S. Hispanic population, which has a rate of 47%. A desire for housing drives many
Guatemalans out of immigrant cities like Indiantown once they save enough money to leave.
Some families seek out assistance through nonprofit organizations such as Habitat for Humanity
that streamline the process of purchasing homes for undocumented and impoverished
families.20
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Guatemalan Diaspora within the US, courtesy of Migration Policy Institute21
Although the geographic distribution of Guatemalan Mayan communities is not well documented
within the USA, some groups stand out. For instance, Los Angeles is home to approximately
500,000 K'iche' speakers. San Francisco houses many Maya-Mam speakers. Jupiter, Florida
has a high concentration of people from Jacaltenango, and fellow Florida cities Indiantown and
Lake Worth are home to many immigrants from San Miguel Acatan. Overall, however, most
Guatemalan Mayan immigrants are dispersed throughout the US and do not live near large
communities of fellow Mayan language speakers.22
A vital source of economic and social support for Guatemalans are immigrant clubs. These
clubs function as social venues and exist in areas such as Los Angeles, Boston, and Florida.
The origins of these organizations are in funeral clubs that formed 20 to 30 years ago to help
send deceased family members back to Guatemala for burial; the clubs functioned as a way of
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pooling together money to cover the cost of doing so. Today, however, these community clubs
are where immigrants go to socialize and obtain employment (contractors often stop by to pick
up day laborers). Entrepreneurial Guatemalans frequent these clubs to sell Hispanic foods and
also shuttle passengers to work sites for a fee. For more information on Guatemalans in
America, it would be beneficial to contact the largest of these immigrant clubs, such as the
Guatemalan Maya Center in Lake Worth, Florida or the El Sol Neighborhood Resource Center
in Jupiter, FL.23
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Challenges faced
Education
Low High School Graduation Rates
Although the educational attainment of the overall Hispanic population has increased over the
past few decades, with the high school dropout rate declining from 45.3% to 29.5%, the
community still remains in need of support.25 Hispanics compose the demographic with the
highest percentage of adults ages 25 and older who are unable to attain a high school diploma.
According to the 2000 US Census, Guatemalans were considered to be one of the
23
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demographics with the lowest educational levels of all foreign-born residents, alongside
Salvadorans, and Mexicans. Two-thirds of Guatemalans and Salvadorans have educational
attainment of less than a high school education, and approximately 40 percent have an eighth
grade education or lower.26 In comparison, the high school dropout rate for Hondurans was
51%, and for all other Central Americans it was 21%. US-born children of Guatemalan
immigrants fare much better - only 16% drop out of high school.27 Overall, foreign-born
individuals in the Hispanic community have a higher high school dropout rate, 15.2%, compared
to those born in the US, 6.3%28.
One explanation for Guatemalan-Americans’ lower educational attainment rate is gang violence
within Guatemala. Gangs operate on school grounds, so some parents choose not to send their
children to school. Consequently, between 2009 and 2016, the number of Guatemalan youth out
of school increased an astounding 548% as gang violence escalated.29 Within the US, as many
as 26% of Latino students live in households in which no adults speak English well, and nearly
one-third of immigrant children have mothers who did not complete high school. Additionally,
children in immigrant families are nearly 50% more likely to grow up poor than their
American-born peers, and they are also less likely to be enrolled in center-based child care
locations that are associated with better early reading and numeracy skill outcomes.30 These
factors could help explain why Guatemalan children face worse educational outcomes than
American-born children.
To close the gap in educational attainment between Hispanic communities and other groups,
one must listen to those who have engaged with the current education system. Previous study
in 2008 revealed two contrasting, yet common views of education. Some foreign-born
Guatemalan Americans express gratitude for the greater opportunities available in the US
relative to in their birth country. Others acknowledge the wider range of educational options in
the US but assert that socioeconomic mobility remains limited. In one interview, a Guatemalan
student named Isabel Umaña commented that, “it’s easier for you to have access, let’s say. But
you can’t go very far. So access, yes, but not to go far31.”
26
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Low Levels of English Proficiency
English language knowledge is also a challenge. In contrast with 70% of Hispanic immigrants
ages 5 and older overall who report being able to speak English at a high level, only 48% of
Guatemalans say the same. This rate decreases to 36% when limited to adults.32 According to
Pew Research, this difference is a result of extremely high percentages of immigrants,
specifically those from the Northern Triangle, that do not speak English at home. Only 7% of
Guatemalan immigrants above the age of 5 spoke English at home compared to 16% of all
immigrants, preferring Spanish by a wide margin. This is a consequence of a large portion of
immigrants from these areas lacking higher education, access to resources, and lawful
immigration status in the United States (along with the access to social programs that comes
with it) relative to other Central American and Hispanic populations. As quoted by researchers
D’vera Cohn et al.,
“English proficiency tends to be higher for immigrants with college degrees and lawful
status. As with education levels, immigration status is relevant: Unauthorized immigrants
from each of the three countries are less likely to be proficient than lawful immigrants.
The relatively high share of Northern Triangle immigrants who do not have high school
diplomas or lawful status helps explain their relatively low levels of English proficiency.”33
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Proposals for increasing English Proficiency
Learning English can be one of the most challenging, yet important tasks for immigrants and
their families. It is vital that every Guatemalan receive access to high quality English education
as well as supplementary tutoring if necessary. Statistically, knowledge of English is the best
predictor of immigrant wages, far outpacing all other factors. On average, immigrants who
meaningfully improve their English-speaking ability can raise their incomes by 67% and
drastically narrow their wage gap relative to native-born speakers.34 On the federal level, the US
government should direct funding to states – specifically through grants – to target resources as
directly as possible to this form of instruction. One exemplary example of what is possible
comes from Colorado. Unlike some states that treat ESL classes for migrants as an
afterthought, Colorado designs its programs with the goal of ensuring equal opportunities for
native-born and foreign-born speakers.35 Colorado runs year-long programs to address the
unique educational needs of migrant children. All levels of American government should, a)
provide necessary funding for similar programs, and, b) implement thorough measures to
ensure that subordinate governments do not misappropriate funds for partisan or anti-immigrant
goals.

Crime
Minimal research has been conducted investigating crime within Guatemalan-American
communities. However, many impoverished Guatemalan-Americans live in extremely dangerous
cities with large immigrant populations and low incomes. These cities typically have high crime
rates. Take the example of Pico-Union, a neighborhood in inner-city Los Angeles that is 85.4%
Latino and that has an average salary nearly half that of Los Angeles as a whole ($34,558/year
vs $67,418/year).36 More crimes are reported in Pico-Union than in other LA neighborhoods,
particularly those involving aggravated assault and robbery.37
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Indiantown, Florida, a city whose economy is heavily dependent on agriculture and that is home
to a large Kanjobal Maya population, similarly faces high crime rates. According to
Neighborhood Scout, the rural city is more dangerous than 60% of American cities and has a
higher violent crime rate than the state of Florida as a whole (though it has lower property crime
rates than the state as a whole).38 Many other regions and cities conform to this pattern, such as
the majority Latino region of the San Luis Valley (and specifically Alamosa, Colorado), which
ranks as more dangerous than 98% of cities across the United States.39

Employment
Though Guatemalans work in a range of different professions, most are employed in blue-collar
jobs. This meant that they were disproportionately impacted by the coronavirus pandemic.
According to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, in the years 2020 and 2021, about 28-30 million
Hispanic and Latinos were employed in the civilian workforce. Employment rates vary by
gender. Each month, the unemployment rate for men 20 years and over is less than that of
women of the same age range.40 Due to the coronavirus pandemic, employment issues and
financial hardship increased. More households reported job or wage losses and problems
making rent or mortgage payments, and additional families had to obtain food from local food
banks.41
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Many Guatemalans in America work blue-collar jobs. Traditionally, construction was a large
employer of Guatemalans. Today, however, Guatemalans work in the poultry industry in states
throughout the American Southeast. Some work seasonally, migrating to Florida in the
offseason. In Florida, large numbers of Guatemalans work as golf course maintenance workers.
This is in part due to the expertise of many rural Guatemalans in farming. Those who are able
work as fruit and vegetable pickers, but in general, Guatemalans are less competitive in this
industry relative to other immigrants who have been in the US for longer periods of time.
Guatemalans also tend to avoid the hospitality industry. Additionally, while some Guatemalans
buy property for themselves, most do not work as landlords. Guatemalan women work in
restaurants, daycares, and babysitting centers. Despite craft traditions back home, they rarely
work as artisans in America. 42
Because
many
Hispanics
and
Guatemalan-Americans
work
in
low-paying service industries, they
typically are poor. In Boston alone,
40,526 people, or 3% of the total
Guatemalan population in the US,
qualifies as low income. Compared to
Latinos of other nationalities, fewer
Guatemalans live below the poverty line
(17% compared to 34.1%). However, the
majority
of
their
employment
opportunities remain in service roles
(43.8%) and blue collar professions (28.1%).

Agriculture
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Dr. Allan Burns (Professor of Anthropology) in discussion with Rick Brown, Oct. 7, 2021

Challenges Faced by All Workers
It is challenging to distinguish statistics for Guatemalan agricultural workers from those of
Hispanic workers in general due to the high proportions of both groups that are undocumented.
As such, this section will refer to Latino agricultural workers in the United States overall, a group
that contains large numbers of Guatemalans (though Mexicans are the overwhelming majority).
There are about 2.4 million farmworkers in the United States, 49% of whom are undocumented
immigrants, and an additional 26% of whom are non-citizens with legal status. However, due to
fear and confusion over their documented status, some undocumented migrants may answer
incorrectly or chose not to respond when surveyed about their status. Likely for this reason,
other sources estimate that the share of undocumented workers is as high as 70%. Additionally,
approximately 20% of agricultural workers in 2016 were considered “migrant” workers, meaning
that they travel long distances to find work and don’t have a permanent address. This statistic,
however, is declining. In 2009, 27% of workers were considered migrant workers, whereas in
2001 the number was 42%. 43 A disproportionate share of these workers are undocumented,
and approximately ⅓ primarily work in California.44 Because this data comes from U.S.
government surveys, it is likely that numbers of undocumented workers are deflated since such
groups are usually afraid to speak with perceived authority figures.
Many artists and other cultural and social movement
leaders have tried to raise awareness for immigrant
workers. Arleene Correa Valencia, for instance, is a
DACA recipient from Mexico who resides in
California and launched the “Somos Visibles” (we
are visible) project. This movement seeks to raise
awareness of the struggles faced by Latino workers
in the United States and particularly those who work
in agriculture. Fernández launched a series after
massive
wildfires
devastated
California
wine-country. During this catastrophe, legal
Californians were evacuated but undocumented
workers were left behind to work the vineyards and try to “save the fruit of their labor.”45
Increasingly, such workers are individuals of indigenous origin from Mexico and Guatemala who
do not speak Spanish or English.46
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Most agricultural workers are paid absurdly low wages that put at least 33% of workers and their
families below the poverty line. (The number of families actually living in poverty is likely
significantly higher since undocumented workers are undercounted and many immigrant farm
workers send money home to families and therefore do not keep all of the money that they earn
on American farms and ranches – see remittance section for more information.) This could
partly be due to low levels of education and literacy that prevent them from entering other
industries. The average fieldhand's educational level is estimated to be equivalent to a seventh
grade education in the United States. Within the field of agriculture, workers average 16 years of
relevant experience, indicating that opportunities for upward economic mobility are low.
Approximately ⅓ of workers have worked in agriculture for more than 20 years. Official hourly
wages average $10.60 but rarely include benefits such as insurance and retirement savings.
Additionally, since most jobs are seasonal, workers have to stretch this money through months
in which they are unable to work, as unemployment taxes typically do not apply to agricultural
employers (and thus unemployment benefits do not apply to their workers). As such, even
workers with legal status do not typically have access to unemployment benefits. Fewer than
half of all migrant workers received government healthcare benefits such as Medicaid, and
fewer than 20% received nutritional assistance such as SNAP or WIC.47
To aid many Guatemalans working in agriculture, H.R.1603 was passed in the House of
Representatives in spring of 2021. The bill would provide a path to citizenship for many
undocumented farmworkers who have worked in the United States for a significant period of
time, as many Guatemalans have done. Though it has not yet been deliberated upon in the
Senate, the bill is endorsed by the president. The expected impacts of H.R. 1603 will not be
discussed in this report since it has not passed Congress and is therefore subject to change.
However, it is a piece of legislation that should be monitored as it progresses through Congress.
Challenges Faced By Female and Indigenous Agricultural Workers
While all agricultural workers face significant hardships and challenges as a result of abusive
practices by the farming industry, undocumented migrants, women, and indigenous workers
face additional difficulties. Undocumented migrants take low pay and abusive treatment without
outward complaint since they fear that their employers will retaliate by reporting them to
immigration services if they speak up.48 Such fears are legitimate, as many workplace
protections in the United States are not applicable to unauthorized residents. The National
Labor Relations Act, which prevents employers from firing employees based on their attempts to
unionize, is an example of one such protection for which this is true.49
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Women face abuse from employers and other workplace authority figures. This mistreatment
includes rape, stalking, unwanted touching, and comments of sexual nature. For many, the risk
of reporting such behavior is too high, as assailants can suspend jobs, pay, breaks, and other
benefits, such as housing. Interviewed farm workers stated that “certain workers are much more
powerless and more likely to be victimized than others, including girls and young women, recent
immigrants, single women working alone, and indigenous workers.” Some women who reported
or complained about assault found themselves fired and even blacklisted from other nearby
farms.50 However, government programs exist to empower abused women. Special visas are
available for non-citizens who are the victims of violent crime as well as their families. Known as
U-Visas, these protect victims from deportation for up to 4 years and make it easier for holders
to apply for LPR status. They also allow holders to obtain work visas.51 While technically
available for victims of any violent crime, they are often used for women reporting sexual
abuse.52 The program started in 2008 and remains open to only 10,000 victims, despite being
extremely successful – over 45,000 applications are received per year even though the program
is relatively unknown.53 Of all U-Visa applications received, 7% are typically filed by
Guatemalans.54 T-Visas are another option for abused workers, though they are geared towards
victims of sex trafficing. Most Guatemalan women working in agriculture are not trafficked, but
instead victimized after arriving in the United States at their intended place of work. Additionally,
only 5,000 T-Visas are available annually, a figure insufficient for meeting the estimated demand
that would result if they became available to all victims.55
Currently some women are fully unaware that sexual violence in the workplace is illegal in the
United States and assume that it is just part of the job.56 In general, victims are often unaware of
the rights that they hold in the United States. Most notably, Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of
1965 states that “no person in the United States shall, on the ground of race, color, or national
origin, be excluded from participation in, be denied benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination
under any program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance” [601 78 Stat 252 942 USC
2000d]. It has been determined that this law legally obliges law enforcement agencies to provide
50
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the services of interpreters to victims who do not speak English as their primary language, a fact
often unknown by non-English speaking victims of crimes. In fact, the US Department of Health
and Human Services considers the lack of interpretation to be a form of discrimination.57 It
would be beneficial to inform more victims that they have this right.
Indigenous workers face even tougher challenges. Despite being the fastest growing
demographic of agricultural workers, indigenous groups from Mexico and Central America are
often isolated from their peers due to their low comprehension of both Spanish and English. In
2009, 15% of workers reported being indigenous and spoke an estimated 23 languages.58
Mayan languages are most commonly spoken among Guatemalan indigenous groups, but even
among indigenous languages, other languages are more commonly spoken within agricultural
immigrant communities. Government resources aiding Spanish speakers are already scarce,
and those that are accessible to speakers of indigenous languages are almost nonexistent.
According to Farm Worker Justice, these language barriers, “make these workers easy prey for
unscrupulous employers. Indigenous farmworkers often work in the most labor-intensive crops,
but are paid the least amount of money.”59 Translating resources intended to help workers with
little Spanish knowledge into common indigenous languages could help bridge such gaps.
Proposals for Protecting Victims of Sexual Assault in Agriculture
We present two recommendations to protect Guatemalan agricultural workers who are victims of
sexual violence. The first is that the embassy inform potential migrants of rights granted in the
United States to victims of sexual harassment and assault. This seems within the scope of the
embassy’s powers. The second is that the embassy recommend to the federal U.S. government
an expansion of the successful U-visa and T-visa programs for survivors of sexual violence.
It is crucial that victims and potential victims know their rights. Survivors of sexual violence who
are immigrants are often grossly underinformed of the protections offered under US law for
those who are assaulted. Those who are undocumented often fear deportation, but the truth is
that it is uncommon for undocumented victims to face deportation or other judicial punishment
as a result of reporting assault. While it is debatable whether or not law enforcement handles
such cases well, the consequences that migrants often fear, such as deportation and the
removal of one’s children, are extremely unlikely. Instead, one common solution is to deport the
perpetrator without reporting the assault to the home country. As a result, the perpetrator is free
to continue abusing victims in his home country and potentially return to the United States –
legally or otherwise – and continue the abuse here. This solution, while clearly flawed, typically
does not lead to the victim getting deported. Even immigrants who have papers granting them
legal status often fear that if they are assaulted and report their assault, they will lose their jobs
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and subsequently their legal status. However, the larger problem is that many women do not
know that sexual assault and harassment are illegal. They often assume that these are just
unpleasant aspects of their jobs and positions and may even believe that they are, at least in
part, to blame for their attacks. As such, a key way to help protect such women from assault is
to ensure that they are aware of the legal definitions of sexual harassment and assault. It would
be particularly helpful to provide concrete examples of abuse. It is crucial that these resources
are offered not only in Spanish, but also in indigenous languages, most importantly Mayan ones.
The indigenous Guatemalan population in the United States is rapidly growing, and these
workers are assaulted at a higher rate than Ladino Guatemalans, likely due in part to the
exacerbated language barrier.
Our second recommendation is to drastically expand programs that grant special visas to
victims of sexual abuse and human trafficking. The most important of these programs are the
U-Visa and T-Visa programs. Despite their success in protecting victims of violent crime and
providing an eventual path to citizenship if desired, these programs have not had their quotas
increased since their conception. As such, the embassy should recommend to the U.S.
government that both programs be expanded to meet current applicant demand and address
backlogged cases. As of 2018, there were over 220,000 pending applications. Those are
220,000 potential victims who need the support of the American government, and providing
such help would simply be upholding the ideals upon which the country was founded.
Additionally, most Americans and immigrants alike are unaware of the existence of these
programs. Raising awareness of U and T-visas to law enforcement agencies, legal service
groups, and migrants themselves would somewhat reduce the stigma that victims feel when
reporting their abuse and help all groups to better advocate for survivors. These programs
should be publicized in both Spanish and Mayan languages. It is crucial to also educate legal
aid and law enforcement agencies on the existence of these programs.

Coronavirus Vaccine Hesitancy
Vaccination Overview
Guatemalan and Central American immigrants have low vaccination rates due to a number of
different socioeconomic and political factors. Systemic barriers to accessing vaccination sites
inhibit many Guatemalans from getting coronavirus vaccinations, as does hesitancy caused by
misinformation and conflicting political agendas. According to research from the Kaiser Family
Foundation, as of July 2021, 38% of Hispanics had received at least one COVID-19 shot while
46% of whites had received one. This trend continued into the later months of 2021. Mapping
vaccination rates across Chicago, a city known for racial segregation, illustrates this difference
in vaccination rates.60
60

Zhang, Christine, and Claire Bushey. “Racial Inequality Plagues US Vaccine Rollout.” FT, February 20,
2021,
https://www.ft.com/__origami/service/image/v2/images/raw/https%3A%2F%2Fd6c748xw2pzm8.cloudfront
.net%2Fprod%2F44fa5d70-733d-11eb-af37-ed8b747a1583-standard.png?dpr=1&fit=scale-down&quality
=highest&source=next&width=700

In spite of difficulties at the beginning of the vaccination campaign, current data indicates that
vaccination rates increased among the Hispanic population over summer 2021. According to a
Pew Research Center survey conducted in August, 76% of Hispanic adults responded that they
had been at least partially vaccinated. This put them on par with Black adults and White adults,
of whom 70% and 72% respectively responded that they had been at least partially
vaccinated.61 Furthermore, according to the Kaiser Family Foundation’s analysis of state-level
data on vaccinations by race and ethnicity, approximately 53% of the Hispanic population had
been at least partially vaccinated as of November 1, 2021. This rate is only slightly lower than
the rate among the white population (55%). The Foundation thus concludes that the gap in the
vaccination rate has nearly diminished for the Hispanic population.62 Nevertheless, the
vaccination rate overall is still rather low, and it would be beneficial to continue encouraging the
uptake of vaccines.
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Reasons for Vaccine Hesitancy
One reason for vaccine hesitancy is that undocumented immigrants fear they will be identified.
Per research conducted by the African American Research Collaborative and the
Commonwealth Fund, over one-third of Hispanics
that had not been vaccinated as of June 2021 were
afraid of their immigration status being affected
should they get vaccinated.63 This fear of
identification was felt particularly strongly regarding
sites run by the National Guard. Taking heed of these
fears, certain community organizations have
collaborated with private security forces to dispel
fears surrounding law enforcement. As a result,
Guatemalan immigrants who lack citizenship status
will hopefully be more willing to go to vaccination
sites.
A general distrust of government and
vaccines is especially rampant in Mayan
communities in the United States. This is a
result of perceived corruption regarding the
Guatemalan government’s purchase of
vaccines. According to Pastora Karen of the
Iglesia Luterana Agustina de Guatemala, the
Guatemalan government recently asked
millionaires in the nation to loan it money for
vaccines, which it never bought. Soon after,
it militarized the nation to prevent riots from
those expecting vaccines. This unrest in the
nation, paired with a general lack of
education within rural Mayan communities,
has resulted in heavy distrust of
governments in general. In response to this uncertainty, synods across America developed and
provided videos to demonstrate the importance of the vaccines. This movement has been
relatively successful in encouraging more Guatemalans and Mayans to get vaccinated, although
there still remains hesitancy within traditional communities.64
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Another cause of the ethnic gap in vaccination rates is insufficient Spanish translation. As noted
in the education section, only 36% of Guatemalan adults report that they are able to speak
English at a high level – half the rate of other Hispanics.65 Perhaps because of this stark gap in
English comprehension, official information about COVID-19 vaccines could have been
misinterpreted by Guatemalan-Americans or not received at all. This might have in turn
heightened hesitancy within these communities..
Addressing Vaccine Hesitancy
Community-based organizations have contributed to an increase in vaccination by providing
accurate information, counteracting misconceptions regarding vaccines, and increasing
accessibility.66 Venus Ginés, the president of the organization Día de la Mujer Latina in Texas, is
an example of one person leading such efforts. Her collaboration with the government to
improve translations of vaccine information for Spanish speakers has improved transparency
and sparked movements to make information more accessible. Through a partnership with
WhatsApp, a commonly used messaging service in Guatemalan immigrant communities, the
Biden administration has been able to provide vaccine information to Spanish speakers and
fight against misinformation relating to vaccination.67 Furthermore, community health workers
serving the Hispanic community, known as “promotores de salud,” have counteracted
misinformation by talking to Hispanic citizens one-on-one. The level of trust in the promotores
among the community has allowed them to be viewed as credible sources of information.68
The Biden administration has been working hard to reach Hispanic communities and encourage
vaccination against the coronavirus.69 However, vaccine hesitancy still remains widespread, as
only 53% of Hispanic Americans have received their first dose as of November 2021.70 Per
surveys conducted by the Kaiser Family Foundation, Hispanics are less likely to say they will
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“definitely get” the vaccine than whites. One in four Hispanics claim that they “probably will not”
or “definitely will not” get the vaccine.71

With the Delta and Omicron variants rapidly spreading, it is imperative that
Guatemalan-Americans be encouraged to get vaccinated or get booster vaccines if they have
already been fully vaccinated.
To this end, one of the most effective policies to reduce vaccine hesitancy has been imposing
vaccine mandates. Most Americans who are unvaccinated do not have very strong ideological
reasons for their hesitancy; i.e. they will get vaccinated should remaining unvaccinated pose
significant difficulties for them. The government should do everything it can to reward
vaccination through financial incentives as well as mandates. While much of this duty falls under
the purview of state and local governments, the federal government could still act, such as by
providing financial rewards for compliant local governments. Such policies have been highly
effective where implemented. In New York City, only 34 officers refused to get vaccinated
despite their union endorsing Donald Trump.72
Donating vaccines to Guatemala would also help increase vaccination, vaccine awareness, and
vaccine acceptance. According to covidvax.live, only about 34% of the Guatemalan population
is vaccinated as of December 2021, largely due to mistrust of the government and a lack of
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effective vaccination programs (especially in rural areas).73 Concerningly, in early October 2021,
anti-vaccine villagers attacked nurses administering COVID-19 vaccines, destroyed about 50
doses, and vandalized cars in rural Maguilá, Alta Verapaz.74 American outreach and donation of
vaccines would create a heightened sense of safety and security regarding the vaccine within
Guatemalan and Guatemalan-American populations.
Finally, a lack of proper translations of vaccination information and a prevalent language barrier
at vaccination sites are closely tied with vaccine hesitancy. Many Guatemalan-Americans are
vulnerable to rampant misinformation as a result of being shut out from official vaccine-related
details that are often in English. This leads Guatemalan-Americans to be more hesitant of
travelling to vaccination sites. Additionally, it is often challenging for Guatemalan-Americans to
navigate the vaccination process at sites due to the language barrier. Consequently,
government policy should (1) mandate official Spanish translations on signage at all vaccine
sites, (2) provide ready access to interpreters at all sites, and (3) continue the implementation of
programs which reach out to Guatemalan-American populations via social media with officially
translated government information. Offering translations in Mayan languages is crucial as well.

Remittances
Scope of Importance

Remittances sent from Guatemalan migrants living in the United States are a key driver of the
Guatemalan economy. According to the World Bank, in 2020, personal remittances accounted
for 14.7% of Guatemala’s GDP.75 The World Bank also estimates that Guatemala received a
total of $11.4 billion in remittances in 2020, a figure higher than those of El Salvador and
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Honduras. The amount of remittances per capita has grown rapidly since 2000, surpassing the
figure for Honduras.76
Remittances may be especially important for Guatemalan migrants because in comparison to
migrants from El Salvador and Honduras, Guatemalan migrants are more likely to intend to stay
in the United States temporarily. A survey conducted in 2018 by the Inter-American
Development Bank (IDB) confirms this trend. A survey of Northern Triangle migrants living in
metropolitan areas in the United States found that 66% of Guatemalan migrants intended to
stay temporarily when they made the decision to emigrate, while only 39% of Hondurans and
35% of El Salvadorians said the same.

87% of Guatemalan respondents cited “economic reasons'' as their main reason for migrating,
compared with 75% of Hondurans and 68% of El Salvadorians. More specifically, while lack of
employment was the most common reason why Guatemalan migrants decided to migrate,
Guatemalans were more likely than Hondurans and Salvadorians to cite debt and insufficient
income as reasons why they decided to migrate. This suggests that Guatemalans may be more
likely to migrate in response to temporary economic struggles, such as debt and insufficient
income, in addition to underlying economic conditions such as high unemployment, which could
partially explain their tendency to intend to stay in the U.S. only temporarily.
In line with this trend, the same survey found out that Guatemalan respondents were more likely
to report having sent money home. Whereas 45% of Salvadorians and 54% of Hondurans
76
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responded that they send remittances back home, 69% of Guatemalan respondents said the
same.77
Remittances are a key source of income for
remittance-receiving households. Based on
the 2014 Encuesta de Condiciones de Vida
(ENCOVI), the IDB estimated that 9% of
households
in
Guatemala
received
remittances, and these households received
an average of $161 per month. In remittance
receiving households, remittances accounted
for 44% of total monthly household income.
Remittances compose a larger share of
household income in rural areas (48%) than in
urban ones (39%). In both cases, the money
received tends to be used to cover basic
necessities.78 The 2018 IDB survey found that
of Guatemalan migrants who responded
having sent money home, 90% said that the
money sent home was used for basic needs
such as food, clothing, water, lighting, gas and
phone service.79
Remittances during the COVID-19 Pandemic
Despite expectations that the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting economic recession would
impair migrant’s ability to send remittances home, globally, remittance flows to low- and
middle-income countries declined only 1.6% in 2020 relative to 2019. In Latin America, the
decrease in remittances during the second quarter of 2020 was offset by a subsequent rebound,
and remittance flows grew 6.5% over 2019 levels.80 In fact, the amount of remittances from
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Guatemalan migrants broke monthly records for remittances between June - August 2020.81 A
Pew Research Center analysis based on data from the central banks of Latin America confirms
this trend. Remittances sent from Guatemalan migrants fell sharply from March to May 2020 but
quickly recovered.82 As for why migrants were able to send money home amid the economic
recession, stimulus checks and unemployment benefits may have helped. Also, essential
industries such as delivery services, which employ large shares of migrants, continued
operating in the midst of the pandemic.83
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Positive Effects of Remittances
There are signs that remittances are correlated with better living conditions of families back
home. According to the IDB’s analysis of the 2014 ENCOVI, poverty was slightly less prevalent
among remittance receiving households. Whereas 57.7% of Guatemalan households were
classified as being “poor,” or having a purchasing power of $4 per capita per day or less, 53.0%
of remittance receiving households were classified as being “poor.” The same analysis indicates
84
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that rates of access to electricity, running water, and bathroom facilities were all higher among
remittance receiving households compared to the entire set of households analyzed. It is
possible, however, that this correlation between the amount of remittances and income may be
spurious – people from slightly better socioeconomic backgrounds may be in a better position to
both migrate and send larger remittances than others. The share of upper and middle class
Guatemalans is smaller amongst remittance-receiving households (12.2%) than in the
population overall (12.8%), suggesting that remittances do not lead to extraordinary
accumulation of wealth.85
Adams and Cuecuecha (2010) argue that remittances can help improve living conditions. Based
on an analysis of the 2000 ENCOVI, they assert that remittances received by Guatemalan
families contribute to an increased level of investment in human and physical capital. In other
words, rather than spending remittances in the same way as other sources of income, recipients
tend to spend remittances on investment goods such as human and physical capital more so
than on consumption goods such as food. Remittance-receiving households tended to spend
more on education and housing compared to what they would have invested in these goods
without remittances.86
The positive impact of remittances goes beyond material gains. Through a case study of a
Guatemalan coffee cooperative in a town where the majority of households have relatives living
abroad, Aguilar-Støen (2020) argues that remittances lead not only to increased access to land,
but also to higher aspirations for the future among locals. Aguilar-Støen uses a case study of a
local cooperative based in Santa Teresa, Nueva Santa Rosa to argue that with the cooperation
of two Guatemalan banks, the cooperative facilitated the transfer of remittances from the US to
Guatemala and made it easier for locals to acquire land. Despite the fact that unequal access to
land has been an endemic problem in Guatemala, 63% of households in Santa Teresa owned
land, thanks in part to the inflow of remittances as well as the existence of the cooperative. This
has had significant impacts, such as an improvement in living conditions, a breakdown of the
social hierarchy that had been part of the traditional land ownership system, and a higher sense
of dignity.87
The Negative Consequences of Remittances
However, it is important to note that the far-reaching impacts that migration and remittances
have on the communities receiving them include negative ramifications. Davis (2016), for
example, argues that while many Guatemalan parents send money home to help their children
and thereby make it easier for the family to invest in their children’s education, the absence of
parents may have negative consequences on the development of the children. Children,
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especially boys, often begin to disregard the value of education, presuming that they will follow
their parents’ example and migrate someday. Also, the absence of parents can trigger negative
psychological states such as a sense of abandonment.88
Meanwhile, parents also suffer from working abroad. In order to send roughly $200 a week back
home to support his wife and children, one 24 year old Guatemalan man working in construction
was unable to treat an eye infection. Though he desperately wanted to see his family again, he
grimly noted that “I’ll go back when they send me in a box”. The cost of an airline ticket and the
lost revenue from traveling back home would have financially devastated the family and thus
was unfeasible.89
The process of sending remittances is somewhat problematic. Very few people have bank
accounts, so bank transfers are relatively uncommon. In general, Guatemalans use money
transferring services such as Western Union to send cash home. Nearly every small town in
Guatemala has an outpost of Western Union due to the frequency with which families utilize its
services. However, the process can be slow and fees can be high.90 Western Union currently
charges a flat fee of $8 for transferring money, though its exchange rate also slightly favors the
company.91 For families sending small quantities of money home weekly, this fee adds up.
Additionally, while money can only be withdrawn by showing a national identity card, thieves in
Guatemala target recipients by staking out Western Union locations in the country and robbing
people after they have withdrawn their money. Consequently, receiving remittances is a
dangerous process.92
Unfortunately, some Guatemalans express concerns about the cultural changes they observe in
migrants who return to Guatemala after spending time working in the United States (or Mexico)
for the purpose of sending remittances. Since many Guatemalan migrants work in factories or
other “easier” manual-labor jobs abroad, some in Guatemala consider returnees to be spoiled.
They may be more reluctant to participate in outdoor labor back home, and the significant period
of time spent indoors can cause their skin to become lighter due to a lack of exposure to the
sun. These changes, along with the acquisition of American and Chicano slang, rub many in
Guatemala the wrong way. Consequently, many who migrate temporarily for the purpose of
sending remittances back home have a hard time re-assimilating into their communities in
Guatemala.93

88

Davis, Jason. “¿Educación o Desintegración? Parental Migration, Remittances and Left-behind
Children's Education in Western Guatemala.” Journal of Latin American Studies 48, no. 3 (2016): 565–90.
doi:10.1017/S0022216X1600002X.
89
Dr. Allan Burns (Professor of Anthropology) in discussion with Rick Brown, Oct. 7, 2021
90
Dr. Allan Burns (Professor of Anthropology) in discussion with Rick Brown, Oct. 7, 2021
91
“Price Estimator.” WesternUnion, accessed 30 Oct. 2021,
https://www.westernunion.com/us/en/send-money/app/price-estimator
92
Dr. Allan Burns (Professor of Anthropology) in discussion with Rick Brown, Oct. 7, 2021
93
Moran-Taylor, Michelle J. “Guatemala’s Ladino and Maya Migra Landscapes: The Tangible and
Intangible Outcomes of Migration.” Human Organization, vol. 67, no. 2, Society for Applied Anthropology,
2008, pp. 111–24, http://www.jstor.org/stable/44127090.

Finally, Davis and Lopez-Carr (2014) argue that in rural Central American communities,
international remittances are often spent to increase farmers’ landholdings rather than to alter
their agricultural practices to more economically productive ones. This phenomenon may
negatively impact the sustainability of rural communities and lead to land degradation.94 The
reason for this is partly due to legislation in Guatemala that favors plantation agriculture, such
as oil palm and sugar cane, implemented on behalf of powerful landholders in the Guatemalan
government. Smaller farmers would practice agricultural intensification if they had access to
credit, technical assistance, and training, but since most do not, they find it easier to increase
their land holdings instead. While the Guatemalan government formerly operated a successful
program called PINFOR (Guatemala’s Forestry Incentive Program) that paid landholders to
replant and conserve forests, it only covered a small amount of land and today no longer
exists.95
Proposals for Encouraging Investment of Remittances in More Sustainable Ways
To promote agricultural intensification, a few obvious solutions come to mind. The first is to work
with the Guatemalan government to incentivize better land practices. The former PINFOR
(Guatemala’s Forestry Incentive Program) program incentivized conservation of land, but it did
not cover enough of the country to be effective. It was replaced with the PROBOSQUE program,
which covers more land and relies on foreign investors such as NORAD and USAID for nearly
three-quarters of its funding.96 However, it is costly for many small landholders to register their
land with this program. The government could encourage more people to register by increasing
incentives for landholders owning less than 2 hectares of land, a solution endorsed by USAID. It
could also help indigenous communities secure land tenure categories such as Ownership or
Possession so that they are eligible to participate in programs and less likely to have their land
taken away97 Additionally, providing farmers with training, technical assistance, and access to
credit would help individuals who wish to intensify their landholdings but lack the means of doing
so.98
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Another solution is to increase Guatemalan expatriates’ exposure to alternative investment
opportunities. Currently many people invest in land because they have farming backgrounds
and assume that land is a safe way to invest. However, Guatemala has a history of insecure
land rights - in March 2011, for instance, more than 3,000 people were violently evicted from
their land by Guatemalan armed forces so that a sugarcane plantation could increase its land
holdings. Five years later, many families were still uncompensated.99 While Guatemalan
expatriates have expressed interest in investing in alternative forms of economic development,
due to the corruption that plagues Guatemala, many people remain fearful that their money will
be mismanaged and disappear.100 Presenting expatriates with stable investment opportunities
that are guaranteed in some way (e.g. US government-backed bonds) could help to discourage
land acquisition and deforestation while still providing a source of revenue for families.
Proposals for Facilitating Remittances
Remittances are extremely important for the development of local economies. Not only do
remittances constitute a very significant percentage of Guatemalan GDP, but they also increase
the robustness of the local economy. Because receivers of remittances understand that the best
way to invest in their families’ future is through spending on education, much of the money sent
home by Guatemalan-Americans is spent in this way. This is not unique to Guatemala – in
Eritrea, for example, households receiving the most remittances spent five times as much on
education as those receiving the least.101 Remittances thus can help encourage the
development of educational institutions throughout the country, even in areas where the
government lacks the infrastructure to reliably provide education at all levels. In the long run, a
1% increase in remittances is linked to a .92% decline in long-term poverty in affected
communities.102
One way to help migrants send remittances efficiently is to aid them in comparing the services
offered by different Money Transfer Operators (MTO). Popular MTOs such as Western Union,
Vigo, and Moneygram all impose different fees and adopt different exchange rates, and it may
be hard for migrants to understand precisely how much money their families will receive.
Furthermore, migrants have different needs and need to take into account factors other than
transaction fees. For example, given the fact that access to bank accounts is limited in
Guatemala, MTOs allow people to pick up physical cash in local agent locations or with partner
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agents such as Banrural, Elektra and Micoope,103,104,105 When choosing a MTO to use, migrants
need to make sure that there is a pickup location near their families. Furthermore, some
migrants may prefer MTOs that have physical offices over services that operate online, such as
Remitly.
The governments of Mexico, the United Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand, as well as the
World Bank, have made efforts to help people compare remittance fees across different
services.106 For example, the World Bank’s website “Remittance Prices Worldwide” informs
users of the total cost of sending remittances, taking into account fees and exchange rates.
Migrants may further benefit from such services if they reflect the most up-to-date currency
exchange rates. In November of 2021, the World Bank’s remittance pricing webpage displayed
rates for sending money from the United States to Guatemala based on exchange rates from
March 2021, seven months prior. Furthermore, to make sure that migrants can interpret such
information accurately and that they are fully aware of their options, financial literacy programs
may be beneficial.107
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In addition, the US government should make sure that its financial regulations are not overly
constraining migrants’ ability to send remittances. Remittance costs have risen partly due to
stringent anti-money laundering and anti-terror financing regulations, which have made it more
costly for MTOs to monitor transactions. This has had a disproportionate impact on small
financial institutions and has made it difficult for new players to enter the market, thereby
distorting market competition.109,110 Furthermore, the Patriot Act of 2001 imposed stricter
requirements on verifying user identification, and since then, banks have typically required
customers to provide two IDs when sending money. This has been a particular hardship for
undocumented migrants.111
Remittances and Cryptocurrencies
In order to increase effective remittances by reducing the fees associated with sending them,
cryptocurrencies should be leveraged, or at the very least considered as one optimal means of
delivery. Cryptocurrencies currently account for less than 1% of transnational remittances but
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may theoretically allow migrants to send money home with greater ease.112 One country that has
taken steps towards attaining this goal is El Salvador. In June 2021, President Nayib Bukele
announced the government’s plans to make bitcoin a legal tender in the country. He claimed
that bitcoin would serve as a financial platform for the approximately 70% of the population that
does not own a bank account and that bitcoin would allow migrants to avoid transaction costs
when sending remittances home.113 The government claims that by using bitcoin to send and
receive remittances, Salvadorians will save $400 million annually.114
However, it is unclear whether Salvadorian migrants will make use of this option. First,
converting wages received in US dollars into bitcoin may be inconvenient and still involve
exchange fees. Because US dollars are legal tender in El Salvador, converting US dollars into
bitcoin, as opposed to sending money home in US dollars, may not be worth the trouble.115 More
specifically, it costs between $2.99 to $7.67 to convert $200 into bitcoin using Coinbase, a major
US crypto exchange platform, and it costs an additional $3 to send bitcoin to Chivo, the official
digital wallet sponsored by the government. Thus, the transaction costs are not significantly
lower compared to traditional means of sending remittances.116 In lieu of Chivo, Salvadorans
may use any bitcoin wallet, including Strike, the most popular digital wallet in El Salvador that
claims to allow users to send bitcoin free of charge.117,118 Still, a lack of internet access and an
insufficient number of bitcoin ATMs that allow people to cash their bitcoins as US dollars may
hamper people from using bitcoins in their daily lives.119 It will be important to carefully monitor
whether and how El Salvadoran migrants make use of bitcoins to send money home.
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Sister Cities
At least eight American cities maintain sister city partnerships with Guatemalan municipalities.
Most recently, beginning in fall 2016, Providence, Rhode Island launched a partnership with
Guatemala city.120 The cities hope the partnership will strengthen their relations in the areas of
economic development, commerce, transportation, infrastructure, health, education, culture, and
tourism. To this effect, leaders in Providence kicked off the partnership by hosting their
Guatemalan counterparts for business round tables and tours of the city’s infrastructure;
Guatemala City leaders held a Guatemalan craft expo in Providence and gave lectures on
Guatemalan heritage at Brown University and the Rhode Island School of Design.121 One year
later, the city of Mission, a South Texas town on the Mexican border, signed a partnership with
Almolonga, Guatemala, an agricultural town about 3 ½ hours by bus from the capital.122 Within
Florida, the city of Coral Gables (near Miami) maintains an agreement with La Antigua,
Guatemala.123 The partnership has been mutually beneficial - La Antigua donated jacaranda
trees to Coral Gables to help it restore its greenery following Hurricane Andrew in 1992, and
Coral Gables donated a retired fire truck to La Antigua in 2016.124 Only 35 minutes from Coral
Gables, the city of Hollywood, Florida is sister city to Guatemala City. The mayor of Hollywood
has used the partnership to promote Hollywood abroad and to foster economic trade. For
example, in 2003, the mayor proposed selling partner cities’ handicrafts in Hollywood stores.125
Port Huron in Michigan is a sister city with Chiquimula, Guatemala.126 As a result of this
partnership, university professors from Chiquimula have visited Port Huron to learn about the
American education system and teach Michiganders about Guatemala’s system.127 The city of
Riverdale Park, Maryland, sister city to Ipala, Guatemala, has also used its partnership for
educational purposes. Riverdale Park has twice sent teachers to Ipala to teach English and
learn about the local culture. According to former Mayor Vernon Archer, "A large number of our
residents are from Central America.… We decided to partner with Ipala, so that our teachers
120
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could understand the cultural background of many of their students."128 Teachers from Ipala in
turn traveled to Maryland to teach about the culture, history, and language of Mayan people
residing near Ipala.129 Other sister city agreements include those between Livermore, California
and Quetzaltenango, Guatemala and a proposed sister city agreement between Trenton, New
Jersey and Salcajá, Guatemala.130,131,132
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Takeaways
Throughout this report we analyze some of the most pressing issues faced by Guatemalans in
America. The Guatemalan Civil War was the impetus for much early migration from Guatemala
to the USA, though today migration for economic reasons is more common. That being the
case, much of our analysis is devoted to understanding employment and remittances. We offer
policy suggestions throughout, though five stand out as most important.
The first is that the U-visa and T-visa programs be expanded. These programs offer visas to
victims of sexual assault and human trafficking, thereby encouraging victims to report crimes to
authorities. Empowering victims in this way would help to reduce worker abuse, especially in the
agricultural industry.
The second is that funding be directed towards educational programs that prioritize equal
opportunities for native and non-native English speakers alike. English language proficiency is
one of the strongest predictors of wages, so ensuring that migrants are given suitable instruction
in English could help close racial wage gaps.
The third is that more resources on worker rights and information on COVID-19 vaccines be
published in Spanish and Mayan languages. Many Guatemalan-Americans are not fluent in
English, so providing them with translations of critical information will ensure that they stay safe
and healthy.
The fourth is that Guatemalan-Americans be provided with information on sustainable
agricultural practices and stable, non-land-related investment opportunities. Currently, many
economic migrants invest in land back home because they view it as a safe investment, but the
plantation-style farms that they develop are not sustainable. Many people would practice more
intense and sustainable styles of agriculture if they only had access to credit and knowledge of
how to farm in this way. Alternatively, they might have greater returns if they invested in other
assets such as stocks and bonds. Providing this information to Guatemalan-Americans could
incentivize change.
Finally, the fifth is that a website comparing money transfer services and their fees be
developed. Money transfer fees can be high, and Guatemalan-Americans sending remittances
back home may not know which service will provide them with the best return. The UN has
developed a website that facilitates comparison of services, but the website is not regularly
updated to reflect the latest exchange rates. Consequently, there is room for improvement.
These suggestions are but a few of many possible actions that can be taken to help
Guatemalans in America. Numerous others outside the scope of this report exist as well.

