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AbstRAct 
The aim of this article is to analyze the role of humanitarian governance in the context of 
increasing human mobility at the U.S.-Mexico border during the period 2021-2023. The meth-
odology used includes a focus group with experts to discuss regional dynamics and propose 
solutions. The main findings reveal an unprecedented level of human mobility, influenced by 
the policies of the Biden administration, such as humanitarian visas and Temporary Protected 
Status for Venezuelans. The study highlights the importance of effective coordination among 
diverse actors, although significant obstacles in communication and collaboration are identi-
fied, resulting in fragmented humanitarian responses. It concludes that the protection of hu-
man rights and cooperation between governmental and non-governmental organizations are 
essential for effective humanitarian governance in the Tijuana-San Diego region.
Key words: humanitarian governance; migratory mobility; Cali-Baja border; migration poli-
cies; multi-stakeholder coordination.

Resumen

El objetivo de este artículo es analizar el papel de la gobernanza humanitaria en el contexto del 
aumento de la movilidad humana en la frontera México-Estados Unidos durante el periodo 
2021-2023. La metodología utilizada incluye un grupo focal con expertos para discutir las di-
námicas regionales y proponer soluciones. Los principales resultados revelan una movilidad 
humana sin precedentes, influenciada por las políticas del gobierno de Biden, como visas 
huma nitarias y el Estatus de Protección Temporal para venezolanos. El estudio destaca la im-
por tan cia de la coordinación efectiva entre actores diversos, aunque se identifican obstácu-
los significativos en la comunicación y colaboración, resultando en respuestas humanitarias 
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fragmentadas. Se concluye que la protección de derechos humanos y la cooperación entre orga-
nizaciones gubernamentales y no gubernamentales son esenciales para una gobernanza huma-
nitaria eficaz en la región de Tijuana-San Diego.
Palabras clave: gobernanza humanitaria; movilidad migratoria; frontera Cali-Baja; políticas 
migratorias; coordinación multiactor.

intRoduction

 
The aim of this article is to analyze the role of humanitarian governance in the con-
text of increasing human mobility on the U.S.-Mexico border during the period 
2021-2023.1 The border area under study is characterized by its complexity in terms 
of human mobility, encompassing diverse social, economic, and cultural implica-
tions, as well as situations of violence that result in multiple vulnerabilities (Solano 
and Massey, 2022). This research provides an analytical framework from a sociologi-
cal perspective, examining social interactions and underlying structures to under-
stand and address the social phenomena related to migration in this border area 
(Sassen, 2007; Massey et al., 2000).

This study focuses on the specific challenges of human mobility in the border 
region of Tijuana, BC, Mexico, and San Diego, CA, USA. Noted for its high number 
of apprehensions by U.S. Customs and Border Protection (uscbp), this crossing point 
is crucial to understanding migration dynamics in the region (uscbp, 2023b). Irregu-
lar migration frequently exposes individuals to risks and vulnerabilities (Pincock, et 
al., 2021). In this context, humanitarian governance plays a critical role by focusing 
on protecting human rights, providing adequate reception conditions, ensuring ac-
cess to basic services, and aligning migration policies with international human 
rights principles (Betts et al., 2017).

Humanitarian governance provides a framework for effectively addressing human 
mobility, emphasizing the importance of coordination and collaboration between 
governmental, non-governmental, and civil society entities to comprehensively 
manage humanitarian issues (Betts, 2011). This framework centers on humanitarian 
assistance, protection of vulnerable populations, and coordinated efforts to mitigate 
the impacts of humanitarian emergencies related to human mobility, based on prin-
ciples such as humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and universality (Betts et al., 2017).

1  This article presents the preliminary advances of the conahcyt-Colef-ciad research project, supported by 
Fordecyt-Pronaces, entitled: “The reconfiguration and new functions of 21st century borders: between in-
tegration/disintegration, de-borderization/re-borderization and cooperation/conflict”, Convocatoria Cien-
cia de Frontera 2019, Mexico.
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In the contemporary global migration landscape, the U.S.-Mexico border emerges 
as a critical epicenter of challenges and opportunities in the management of human 
mobility. This study utilizes humanitarian governance to analyze and understand 
the complex dynamics of migration in this unique context. The border region between 
Tijuana, BC, Mexico, and San Diego, CA, USA, offers a unique setting to explore the 
interaction between migration policies, humanitarian practices, and human rights 
imperatives. This paper critically reviews humanitarian governance in action, assess-
ing its effectiveness and efficiency in managing the largest human mobility in North 
America’s history, with a particular emphasis on multidimensional approaches that 
encompass rights, vulnerability, security, and multi-stakeholder collaboration.

Key Findings on the boRdeR And migRAtion context

The Tijuana-San Diego region is a crucial convergence point for national and inter-
national migrants seeking employment opportunities, leading to a constant flow of 
people into this border area (Elkin, 2018). This continuous influx has not only im-
pacted the local economy but also posted significant challenges in terms of migra-
tion and humanitarian management (Zamora Salazar and Casillas, 2024).

The Tijuana-San Diego border is pivotal for studying migration phenomena due 
to its high concentration of migrants and socioeconomic complexity. Between 2021 
and 2023, the region experienced unprecedented migratory flows, transforming it 
into a living laboratory for humanitarian management of migratory mobility (Mar-
iscal Nava and Torre Cantalapiedra, 2024). This steady influx has created a visible 
economic dynamic in the city’s streets, where many migrants work as street vendors 
and in other informal jobs, significantly contributing to the local economy (Vazquez 
and Gutiérrez, 2022).

The region is characterized by a sector of cross-border workers engaged in ac-
tivities within the U.S. market, significantly contributing to the regional economy, 
particularly in construction, services, and the informal sector (Reyes Santos and 
Saldaña Téllez, 2024). However, over the past decades, intensified efforts by the U.S. 
government to control the border with Mexico and deter irregular crossings have 
forced migrants into more dangerous areas, relying on coyotes to cross clandestinely 
(Aviña Cerecer, 2020).

The profile of migrants has notably shifted from predominantly Mexican to an 
increasing number of Central Americans and individuals from other nationalities 
seeking asylum in the United States. During Donald Trump’s administration, poli-
cies were implemented to hinder asylum access, such as the Migrant Protection 
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Protocols (mpp) and the requirement to seek asylum in third countries before reach-
ing the U.S. (Barrachina, et al., 2023). The Title 42 policy, enacted during the Covid-19 
pandemic, has prevented migrants from applying for asylum, violating national and 
international protection regulations (Mariscal Nava and Torre Cantalapiedra, 2024).

Despite expectations of favorable changes for migrants with Joe Biden’s arrival, 
migration policies have faced obstacles, and restrictive measures like mpp and Title 
42 remain in place (Ramos and Barrachina, 2023). Additionally, differences in treat-
ment based on nationality have been observed, with cases of differential access for 
Russian, Ukrainian, and Venezuelan migrants, raising criticisms of discrimination 
and racism in migration policies (Rocha, et al., 2023).

Current migration policies at the Tijuana-San Diego border present significant 
challenges for humanitarian governance. Policies often prioritize security over hu-
man rights, creating tensions in implementing humanitarian approaches and hin-
dering humanitarian organizations’ access to vulnerable populations. The Title 42 
policy has prevented migrants from applying for asylum, violating national and inter-
national protection standards. Humanitarian governance seeks to balance security 
concerns with humanitarian solutions, promoting international cooperation and a 
rights-based approach.

Deportations from the United States have significantly impacted migration dy-
namics in Tijuana. During the presidencies of Barack Obama and Donald Trump, 
high deportation figures were observed, with Baja California being one of the most 
affected states. The arrival of Central American caravans in Tijuana at the end of 2018 
presented a new challenge in migration management (Barrachina, et al., 2023). These 
groups, driven by violence in their home countries, arrived without fully understand-
ing the asylum application process, overwhelming local authorities, and necessitating 
organized civil society intervention.

The enactment of the Law for the Attention, Protection of Rights, and Support 
for Migrants in Baja California in 2021 reflects efforts to protect migrants’ rights in the 
region. However, greater coordination among various government levels is needed 
for effective migration management (Rocha and Juárez, 2024). The Tijuana City Coun-
cil has taken steps to address migration, such as creating the Municipal Directorate 
for Migrant Assistance and approving the Migrant Population Assistance Protocol 
in 2022 (Rocha, et al., 2023). These actions aim to ensure a human rights approach and 
coordinate assistance for people in mobility contexts.

Coordination among government agencies, ngos, and international organiza-
tions is crucial but challenging, especially regarding vulnerable groups. The lack of 
coherence and effective communication among these actors results in fragmented and 
ineffective humanitarian responses. The precarious situation in makeshift camps, 
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such as the one formed at the San Ysidro port of entry in 2021, highlights the need 
for better coordination and provision of basic services.

Collaboration between the Tijuana City Council and international organizations 
such as unhcr and iom has been crucial in providing support to migrants in the re-
gion (Rocha, et al., 2023). Programs for labor inclusion, psychological care, and eco-
nomic support for people in mobility situations have been established, demonstrating 
a joint effort to improve migrants’ conditions in the city (Hernández and Camarena-
Ojinaga, 2024). However, the conditions for migrants in Tijuana would be even more 
precarious without the help of ngos.

U.S. migration policies, like the Migrant Protection Protocols (mpp), have in-
creased wait times for asylum seekers, forcing many to remain in Tijuana (Rocha 
and Juárez, 2024). Mexican migration policy has also heightened control measures at 
its southern border, pushing migrants to take more dangerous routes (Ramos, et al., 
2022). Migrants in Tijuana face significant risks, including violence, extortion, and 
kidnapping. The city is a hostile environment where organized crime and corrup-
tion are common. Migrants in transit suffer abuse from both authorities and criminal 
groups (Aviña Cerecer, 2020).

Migrants in the Tijuana-San Diego border region face precarious living condi-
tions, including exposure to environmental contaminants. Air and water pollution, 
exacerbated by proximity to maquiladoras and energy plants, negatively impacts 
migrants’ health, who often reside in makeshift camps or shelters without adequate 
access to basic services (Honkanen, 2020). Local organizations, such as “Casa del 
Migrante,” play a crucial role in providing essential services, though they face con-
stant resource shortages and limited governmental support.

Limited local resources hinder the adequate protection and care of migrants. 
Collaboration with international organizations like unhcr and iom is essential to aid 
and develop specific programs for migrants in Tijuana (Rocha, et al., 2023; Rocha and 
Juárez, 2024). Despite the existence of laws and protocols, the implementation 
and scope of these policies are insufficient. The processes for obtaining refugee status 
or complementary protection are slow, and many migrants abandon their applications 
due to a lack of resources and support (Mariscal and Torre Cantalapiedra, 2024).

The pandemic exacerbated already difficult conditions for migrants, with in-
creased border control and reduced cross-border cooperation. Migrants in transit were 
particularly vulnerable during this period, facing disorganization and inadequate care.

Environmental injustice and racism disproportionately affect marginalized com-
munities on both sides of the border. These communities, often low-income and 
composed of ethnic minorities, are most affected by pollution and inadequate infra-
structure to manage toxic waste and sanitation (Honkanen, 2020). Case studies in 
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Tijuana neighborhoods, such as Colonia Chilpancingo and Campestre Murúa, show 
how proximity to maquiladoras and exposure to toxic waste have caused significant 
health problems, including respiratory diseases and cancer (Honkanen, 2020). These 
communities also face economic and infrastructure challenges that exacerbate their 
vulnerability.

The main findings regarding the border and migration context in Tijuana can be 
summarized as follows: the growing complexity and diversity of the migrant popu-
lation, restrictive policies that increase risks for migrants, and the insufficiency of 
local resources to address these challenges. However, the collaboration between in-
ternational agencies and local measures has proven crucial in improving migrants’ 
conditions. In summary, Tijuana faces significant challenges in migration manage-
ment but has also implemented important measures and collaborations to protect 
rights and provide support to people in mobility contexts in the border region.

humAnitARiAn goveRnAnce At the u.s.-mexico boRdeR: 
chAllenges And oppoRtunities

At the threshold of the 21st century, the U.S.-Mexico border has become a powerful 
symbol of the challenges and dynamics of modern migration. This scholarly work 
delves into this region where human histories, migration policies, and humanitari-
an efforts intersect, exploring the concept and application of humanitarian gover-
nance in the context of migratory mobility. From 2021 to 2023, this border area has 
not only witnessed an unprecedented migratory flow but has also become a living 
laboratory for examining how these phenomena are managed from a humanitarian 
perspective.

The U.S.-Mexico border is often depicted as a frontline where the complexities 
of migration are most visible, reflecting broader global patterns of movement and 
displacement. This area serves as a critical testing ground for policies that aim to balance 
national security with humanitarian concerns. The surge in migration has brought to 
light both the strengths and weaknesses of existing frameworks, prompting a reeval-
uation of strategies to manage such flows more humanely and effectively.

Migration along the U.S.-Mexico border represents a multifaceted phenomenon, 
influenced by economic, political, and social factors (Bustamante, 1972). This study 
examines how migration policies, border security, and community dynamics on both 
sides of the border define the migration experience and present significant challeng-
es to effective management and appropriate governance (Solano and Massey, 2022). 
The Tijuana-San Diego border has been a focal point of these dynamics.
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The historical and socio-political context of the Tijuana-San Diego border region 
reveals a microcosm of broader migratory trends. This area not only highlights the 
immediate impacts of migration policies but also underscores the long-term social 
and economic effects on both sides of the border. By focusing on this specific region, 
the study provides valuable insights into the intricacies of border management and 
the lived experiences of migrants navigating this complex landscape.

Irregular migration exposes individuals to significant risks and vulnerabilities 
(Pincock, et al., 2021). In this context, humanitarian governance plays a critical role 
in protecting human rights, providing adequate reception conditions, ensuring ac-
cess to basic services, and aligning migration policies with international human 
rights principles (Betts et al., 2017). This approach emphasizes the necessity of bal-
ancing security and humanitarian concerns.

Humanitarian governance requires a multifaceted approach that not only ad-
dresses immediate needs but also fosters long-term resilience among migrant popu-
lations. This involves implementing policies that safeguard fundamental rights and 
promote sustainable livelihoods. By integrating humanitarian principles into border 
management, authorities can mitigate the adverse effects of irregular migration while 
promoting stability and security in the region.

The primary challenge of humanitarian governance lies in managing diverse 
dimensions, actors, and social demands (Geddes et al., 2019). Effective border man-
agement requires inter-agency coordination, comprehensive planning, and efficient 
resource management. These elements are essential to addressing the complex hu-
manitarian challenges at the border (Moore, 2011).

Achieving effective humanitarian governance necessitates a collaborative effort 
among various stakeholders, including government agencies, non-governmental or-
ganizations, and international bodies. This collaboration must be underpinned by a 
shared commitment to transparency, accountability, and the protection of human 
rights. By fostering a coordinated and inclusive approach, stakeholders can enhance 
their collective capacity to respond to the multifaceted challenges of migration:

 •  Inter-agency coordination: effective border management involves facilitating 
coordination among various agencies and organizations, both at the national 
and local levels, involved in responding to humanitarian needs. A key challenge 
is reconciling the varied priorities of these actors (Wolfe and Gertler, 2004).

 •  Comprehensive planning: planning must integrate elements such as security, 
health, humanitarian assistance, and development. A significant challenge is 
planning with a long-term vision while addressing immediate short-term needs 
(Ambrosini, 2022).
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•  Resource management: efficient resource allocation is crucial to addressing hu-
manitarian challenges. This involves ensuring the effective use of financial, 
logistical, and human resources to meet the needs of the most vulnerable 
(Wolfe and Gertler, 2004).

Effective collaboration among governments, ngos, and international agencies is 
crucial but challenging, especially concerning vulnerable groups (Kainz and Betts, 
2021). Ensuring that displaced persons are treated with dignity and respect requires 
managing a multidimensional agenda that encompasses rights, mobility, vulnerabil-
ity, and normativity.

Coordination among these diverse actors is often complicated by differing pri-
orities and operational mandates. Governments may prioritize border security and 
control, while ngos and international agencies often focus on humanitarian aid and 
the protection of migrants’ rights. Bridging these divergent priorities requires ongo-
ing dialogue, mutual understanding, and the establishment of common goals that 
align with both humanitarian and security concerns.

At the Tijuana-San Diego border, humanitarian governance faces significant 
challenges in coordinating actors and protecting human rights. Despite efforts to in-
tegrate security and humanitarian aspects, migration management is often hampered 
by a lack of coherence and effective communication among government agencies, 
ngos, and international organizations. This results in fragmented and ineffective hu-
manitarian responses.

One of the critical issues is the inconsistent application of policies and practices 
across different jurisdictions and organizations. This inconsistency can lead to gaps in 
service provision and protection for migrants, exacerbating their vulnerabilities. Ef-
fective humanitarian governance requires standardized protocols and robust commu-
nication channels to ensure that all actors are working towards the same objectives.

The challenges at the Tijuana-San Diego border mirror the humanitarian crisis 
in other northern Mexican border cities, such as Nogales, Ciudad Juarez, and Piedras 
Negras. These cities face additional challenges such as housing, food, health, and 
violence, highlighting the need for effective and compassionate humanitarian gov-
ernance throughout the border region.

The broader implications of these challenges emphasize the necessity for com-
prehensive regional strategies that address the root causes of migration and provide 
sustainable solutions. Collaborative efforts should include not only immediate relief 
and protection measures, but also long-term initiatives aimed at improving econom-
ic opportunities, social integration, and community resilience in both host and tran-
sit countries.
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In conclusion, the Tijuana-San Diego border represents a microcosm of the broad-
er humanitarian challenges faced along the U.S.-Mexico frontier. Effective humanitar-
ian governance at this juncture necessitates a multifaceted approach that incorporates 
robust coordination among various actors, adherence to human rights principles, and 
responsive measures to the immediate needs of migrant populations. However, the 
persistence of fragmented responses and the complexity of integrating security with 
humanitarian imperatives highlight the need for more cohesive and sustained efforts.

Moving forward, it is essential to delve deeper into the multifaceted nature of 
migration and the policy challenges that arise from it. The humanitarian crisis ob-
served over the past three years in border cities such as Tijuana, Nogales, Ciudad 
Juarez, and Piedras Negras underscores the urgent need for comprehensive and com-
passionate governance strategies. These areas have faced significant social and lo-
gistical implications due to the high influx of migrants, and the next section will 
explore these issues in detail, examining how restrictive immigration policies, vio-
lence, lack of access to basic services, and other factors contribute to the vulnerabili-
ties and risks faced by migrant communities.

By addressing these complex challenges through a detailed analysis of policy 
responses and their impacts, this study aims to propose actionable solutions that can 
enhance the effectiveness of humanitarian governance at the U.S.-Mexico border 
and beyond.

the multiFAceted nAtuRe oF migRAtion And policy chAllenges

Over the past three years, border cities in northern Mexico, such as Tijuana, Nogales, 
Ciudad Juarez and Piedras Negras, have experienced a humanitarian crisis. This si-
tuation, exacerbated by the high number of migrants detained by U.S. Customs and 
Border Protection (uscbp, 2023a), has generated significant social implications, includ-
ing housing, food, and health demands, as well as vulnerabilities, violence, exclu-
sion, and human trafficking, among other effects (Pérez-Tejada, 2023).

In this scenario, humanitarian governance faces the challenge of reducing the 
vulnerability of migrant communities along the U.S.-Mexico border. Associated 
problems include:

•  Restrictive immigration policies: these policies have increased the number of mi-
grants, including families and unaccompanied minors, who resort to danger-
ous routes and smugglers to cross the border, increasing their vulnerability to 
exploitation and security risks (sre b, 2023).
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•  Violence and security: violence related to drug trafficking and organized crime 
on the U.S.-Mexico border puts migrant communities in situations of high 
risk and exploitation (Ramos and Barrachina, 2023).

•  Lack of access to basic services: Migrant communities often face barriers in ac-
cessing essential services, which increases their vulnerability and negatively 
affects their quality of life.

•  Challenges in humanitarian care: the provision of humanitarian assistance is 
hampered by logistical, legal, and political barriers, hindering the effective-
ness of aid (Betts, 2009).

•  Discrimination and stigmatization: migrant communities, particularly those of 
Central American and African origin, face discrimination and stigmatization, 
which hinders their integration and access to services and opportunities (Mi-
nistry of Foreign Affairs, 2023).

•  Changing migration flows: the variability and unpredictability of migration 
flows, including African and Chinese migration, complicates the planning and 
implementation of appropriate policies and programs (uscbp, 2023a).

•  Binational cooperation: migration management and humanitarian response re-
quire close cooperation between Mexico and the United States, often ham-
pered by political and diplomatic challenges (Pérez-Tejada, 2022; Solano and 
Massey, 2022).

•  Pressure on humanitarian organizations: these organizations face demands to aid 
an increasing number of migrants and refugees, often exceeding their resourc-
es and capacities.

To address these challenges, humanitarian governance must promote coopera-
tion between local, border and cross-border actors, implement comprehensive ap-
proaches to migration management, strengthen legal and policy frameworks to 
protect migrants’ rights, and foster awareness and social inclusion in receiving com-
munities (Betts, 2009). A holistic approach that addresses both the causes and impacts 
of migration, prioritizing the protection of the human rights of the most vulnerable 
communities, is essential.

The situation in Mexico’s northern border cities, such as Tijuana, Nogales, Ciu-
dad Juarez and Piedras Negras, has been critical over the past three years. The high 
number of migrants detained by U.S. Customs and Border Protection (uscbp) has ex-
acerbated the humanitarian crisis, generating significant social implications. These 
challenges include demands for shelter, food, health and addressing vulnerabilities 
such as violence, exclusion and human trafficking. Humanitarian governance in this 
context faces the crucial task of mitigating the vulnerability of migrant communities, 
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with particular attention to restrictive immigration policies, violence, lack of access 
to basic services, humanitarian care, discrimination, stigmatization and the variabil-
ity of migration flows.

To manage these challenges, robust binational cooperation between Mexico and 
the United States is essential, as well as effective coordination among local, border 
and cross-border actors. Humanitarian governance should focus on comprehensive 
approaches to migration management, strengthening legal frameworks, protecting 
migrants’ rights, and promoting awareness and social inclusion in receiving com-
munities. This holistic approach, which addresses both the causes and impacts of 
migration and prioritizes the protection of human rights of the most vulnerable, is 
fundamental to an effective response.

This humanitarian crisis in border cities is directly linked to the broader migra-
tion dynamics along the U.S.-Mexico border. The significant human mobility ob-
served during President Biden’s administration, with millions of encounters with 
irregular migrants, reflects the complexity and magnitude of migration in this region. 
The increase in non-regional migrants and the need for effective policies to address 
these migration flows are critical to understanding the current and future situation 
on the southwest border of the United States.

cooRdinAtion And stRAtegic mAnAgement 
in humAnitARiAn goveRnAnce

The migration dynamics along the U.S.-Mexico border have been characterized by 
significant human mobility. During President Biden’s administration, uscbp record-
ed 6,830,287 million encounters with irregular migrants (uscbp, 2023b), from January 
2021 to October 2023. In the period from October 2021 to September 2022, U.S. im-
migration authorities apprehended 2,378,444 migrants (uscbp, 2022). For the current 
fiscal year, which runs from October 2022 to September 2023, 2,475,669 encounters 
have been recorded at the U.S. southwest border (uscbp, 2023a), making fiscal year 
2023 the second highest number of encounters, second only to 2022.

Within this migratory flow, there has been a notable increase in non-regional 
migrants from countries such as Cuba, Nicaragua, Venezuela, and Haiti, who repre-
sent 1,019,419 (49.83 percent) of the total in fiscal year 2023, surpassing migrants 
from Mexico (579,146, equivalent to 28.31 percent) and the Northern Triangle coun-
tries (Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador), which total 447,273 (21.86 percent) 
(uscbp, 2023a). Most of these migrants cross the southern border of Mexico bound for 
the United States (Solano and Massey, 2022).
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For a general overview, the image below is a visual report from U.S. Customs 
and Border Protection (cbp), specifically U.S. Border Patrol (usbp) and Office of Field 
Operations (ofo), which presents data on apprehensions, inadmissible volumes and 
removals under Title 8 and Title 42 for fiscal year to date (fytd) 2024. It shows a total 
of 188,778 Title 8 encounters for the entire usbp for the month of October. The distri-
bution of these encounters is detailed in a map of the Southwest land border sector 
and a corresponding list, with most encounters occurring in Tucson (55,224), fol-
lowed by Rio Grande Valley (32,107), and San Diego (29,904), with the lowest num-
bers reported in El Centro (2,049) and Laredo (2,827).

The chart also includes a breakdown of encounters by citizenship groupings. 
The “Other” citizenship category has the highest number with 92,378 encounters, 
followed closely by citizens of Mexico with 49,002. Guatemala, Honduras, and El 
Salvador also stand out with 23,008, 18,045 and 6,345 encounters respectively. This 
information is crucial to identify migration trends and patterns by nationality, which 
can influence cbp’s policy and operational decisions.

At the bottom of the chart, a demographic comparison by citizenship groupings 
is presented. Single Adults represent the majority with 93,650 encounters, followed 
by Families (fmua) with 84,412, and Unaccompanied/Unmarried Children (uc) with 
10,716. These numbers provide a clear picture of the demographic composition of 
individuals encountered at the border, which may have significant implications 
for cbp’s processing and housing resources, as well as for immigration policies 
and humanitarian intervention strategies. The source of this data is the usbp and ofo 
month-end report for the fiscal year to date and the cutoff date for the data is No-
vember 1, 2023.

In recent decades, and particularly in the last three years under the administra-
tion of President Joe Biden, the U.S.-Mexico border region has faced a humanitarian 
governance crisis. This situation has been reflected in the vulnerability of families, 
unaccompanied minors, and women with minors, marked by insecurity, human 
rights vulnerability and concentrations in Mexican border communities (Gil-Ever-
aert, Masferrer and Chávez, 2023). This context is linked to the highest recorded mo-
bility -nearly seven million encounters- in the history of border relations in North 
America (sre a, 2023). Given this, it is essential to manage humanitarian governance 
that is multidimensional, multiactor and multilevel, addressing both irregular and 
documented human mobilities.

The Tijuana-San Diego border stands out as an epicenter of both irregular and 
documented migration. The question arises as to how to effectively manage both 
forms of migration under a humanitarian governance approach. Specifically, irregu-
lar migration can generate tensions at border ports, potentially affecting commercial 
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crossings of cars, people, and trade, which on a typical day can include about 60,000 
people in both directions at the Tijuana-San Diego border (uscbp, 2023b). The man-
agement of irregular migration has involved the relocation of Customs and Border 
Protection personnel for both border control and administrative handling of immi-
gration applications, impacting the efficiency of legal cross-border crossing (Pérez-
Tejada, 2022). Collaboration between Mexico and the United States is crucial to 
address irregular migration, promoting international cooperation, sharing responsi-
bilities and resources to manage migration flows more effectively.

U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) Encounters
U.S. Border Patrol (USPB) Title 8 Apprehensions, O�ce of Field Operations (OFO)

Title 8 Inadmissible Volumes, and Title 42 Expulsions by Fiscal Year to Date
(FYTD) 2024

USBP

OFO
Select a component:

San Diego
El Centro
Yuma
Tucson
El paso
Big Bend
Del Rio
Laredo
Rio Grande
Valley

29.904

2.049
5.980

55.224

22.107
479

38.211
2.827

32.107

El Centro
Yuma

Citizenship Grouping

Demographic by Citizenship Grouping

Single Adults

FMUA

UC / Single Minors

Tucson
El Paso

Laredo

Rio Grande Valley

Del Río
Big Bend

Other                           Mexico                       Guatemala                    Honduras                     El salvador

92.378
49.002 23.008

18.045 6.345

0K      10K       20K        30K        40K       50K        60K       70K        80K        90K      100K

Todo
188.778

FYTD OCT

FY2024 YTD USBP Southwest Land Border Ecounters

Title
188.778

Source: usbp and ofo month end reporting for FY24TD. Data is current as of 11/6/2023.

Managing irregular and documented migration at the Tijuana-San Diego border 
under a humanitarian governance approach requires a balance between security 
and humanity. It is vital to ensure access to legal processes and services for docu-
mented migrants, while addressing irregular migration with respect for human 
rights (Solano and Massey, 2022). A coordinated and sensitive approach to the situa-
tion of migrants can result in more effective and humane migration management in 
this border region.
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Migrants arriving in this border region face numerous challenges and obstacles 
in accessing policies with a humanitarian governance approach (Olvera Cáñez, 2022). 
Among the main problems are the limitations in access to protection and asylum, 
whether due to the complexity of the processes, restrictions in migration policies 
or lack of information about their rights.

The complex dynamics of migration along the U.S.-Mexico border, marked by 
the need to balance security with humanity, are further complicated by the multiple 
challenges faced by migrants along their journey and during their stay in border ar-
eas. These challenges not only reflect the difficulties inherent in irregular migration, 
but also highlight shortcomings in existing humanitarian governance policies and 
practices. Among the most pressing problems are:

•  Limited access to protection and asylum: migrants face difficulties in accessing 
asylum and protection procedures, either due to the complexity of the pro-
cess, restrictions imposed by migration policies or lack of information about 
their rights (Lucero, 2023).

•  Unsafe conditions and health risks: During their journey and while awaiting the 
resolution of their migration processes, migrants are exposed to significant 
health risks and precarious conditions in shelters or makeshift camps. The ab-
sence of access to adequate medical care can exacerbate pre-existing health 
problems (Olvera Cáñez, 2022) or lead to the emergence of new diseases (Wash-
ington Office Latin American, 2020). In addition, migrants, especially women, 
children and people in vulnerable situations, are at high risk of being victims 
of violence, abuse, exploitation and human trafficking during their migratory 
journey (Solano and Massey, 2022). Even the conditions in certain shelters 
may expose them to additional risks.

•  Detention and family separation: Immigration policies often result in the deten-
tion of migrants, including minors. These practices can lead to family separation, 
generating considerable emotional and psychological impacts (Pérez-Tejada, 
2023). 

•  Linguistic and cultural barriers: In addition, migrants face significant barriers 
due to lack of access to services in their language or cultural practices that are 
not understood or respected, which may hinder their integration or access to 
necessary resources (Lucero, 2023).

•  Vulnerability to labor exploitation: labor exploitation is another critical challenge 
for many migrants, who, due to their precarious migration status, are in a vul-
nerable position vis-à-vis employers (Olvera Cáñez, 2022) who may not re-
spect their labor rights (Solano and Massey, 2022). 
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•  Limitations on mobility and access to legal remedies: Likewise, restrictions on mo-
bility and lack of access to legal remedies or advice (Olvera Cáñez, 2022) limit 
the ability of migrants to seek protection or appeal adverse decisions in their 
immigration cases (Gil-Everaert, et al., 2023).

The current landscape at the U.S.-Mexico border shows a significant discrepan-
cy with the fundamental principles of humanitarian governance, which include hu-
manity, impartiality, and respect for human rights. The implementation of these 
principles in migration policies should have an impact on the comprehensive pro-
tection of migrants, regardless of their legal status, and on addressing the root causes 
of migration (Betts et al., 2017). However, this humanitarian approach faces limita-
tions in its universal application within the migration network. Human smugglers 
and other illicit actors perpetuate acts of violence against migrants at different stages 
of their journey to Mexico or the United States, which represents a significant chal-
lenge for humanitarian governance in the region (Solano and Massey, 2022).

This section of the article highlights the intense human mobility along the U.S.-
Mexico border during the Biden administration, with a total of 6,830,287 million ir-
regular migrant encounters recorded by the uscbp from January 2021 to October 2023. 
The analysis shows that most deportations have been concentrated in the southwest 
of the border, especially in cities such as El Paso, San Diego, Yuma, Tucson and Calex-
ico, due to less restrictive immigration policies compared to the U.S. eastern border.

The section of the article highlights the intense human mobility along the U.S.-
Mexico border during the Biden administration, with a total of 6,830,287 million ir-
regular migrant encounters recorded by the uscbp from January 2021 to October 2023. 
The analysis shows that most deportations have been concentrated in the southwest 
of the border, especially in cities such as El Paso, San Diego, Yuma, Tucson and Calexi-
co, due to less restrictive immigration policies compared to the U.S. eastern border.

This high human mobility and the variability in migratory flows have exacer-
bated the humanitarian crisis in Mexico’s northern border cities, such as Tijuana, 
Nogales, Ciudad Juárez and Piedras Negras. The situation has generated significant 
demands in housing, food, health and has increased vulnerability to violence, exclu-
sion and human trafficking. These challenges require effective humanitarian gover-
nance management that addresses both irregular and documented human mobility 
at the border, emphasizing the comprehensive protection of migrants and address-
ing the root causes of migration.
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complexities And chAllenges oF humAnitARiAn goveRnAnce 
At the tijuAnA-sAn diego boRdeR

The migration dynamics at the U.S.-Mexico border have been characterized by a 
high volume of human mobility, with 6,830,287 million encounters of irregular mi-
grants apprehended by the uscbp during President Biden’s term, from January 2021 
to October 2023. It has been observed that 60 percent of deportations have been con-
centrated in the southwest of the U.S.-Mexico border, in cities such as El Paso, San 
Diego, Yuma, Tucson, and Calexico (uscbp, 2023b). This concentration is due to less 
restrictive immigration policies compared to the eastern U.S. border, where there is 
greater border control, promoted by figures such as Texas Governor Greg Abbott.

In particular, the Tijuana-San Diego crossing recorded 29,904 apprehensions in 
October 2023, representing the fourth highest volume of apprehensions at the U.S.-
Mexico border, trailing only Rio Grande Valley, TX; Del Rio, TX; and Tucson, AZ 
(uscbp, 2023a, 2023b). This 67.3 percent increase compared to October 2022 reflects 
the second largest increase in apprehensions, with Tucson, AZ, standing out at 140 
percent (uscbp, 2023a, 2023b).

The various humanitarian, work, asylum, refugee, refugee and family reunifica-
tion visa programs promoted by the U.S. federal government have been a key factor 
in regional and Latin American migratory mobility (usdos, 2023). A significant ex-
ample is the eligibility of more than 472,000 Venezuelans for Temporary Protected 
Status in the United States, granting them protection from deportation and the ability 
to work (usdos, 2023). These programs reflect an orderly, safe, and humane approach to 
migration, different from that of President Trump’s previous administration, and 
are part of an initiative to manage increasing human mobility with a humanitarian 
approach (uscbp, 2023b).

Managing the humanitarian crisis at the Tijuana-San Diego border presents sig-
nificant challenges for humanitarian governance. Among the main challenges is lim-
ited reception capacity and resources. The large influx of migrants and asylum 
seekers puts pressure on available resources for humanitarian care.2 The reduced 
capacity of shelters and medical services, coupled with shortages of food and other 
essential resources, presents a challenge to ensure dignified conditions for those 
awaiting processing of their claims (Lucero, 2023). In this context, civil society orga-
nizations have played a central role, operating with some restrictions, but achieving 

2  In the early 1980s, when the city of Tijuana received the first wave of migrants bound for the United States, 
the demands existed, but in smaller numbers. The border line lacked greater surveillance and control, 
which allowed thousands of migrants to cross into the United States (Pérez Canchola, 2023).
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effective management and relative cooperation with local and state instances (Olve-
ra Cáñez, 2022) of the city of Tijuana (Mendoza Cota, 2022) (see table 1).

Table 1
ASPECTS OF HUMANITARIAN GOVERNANCE IN TIJUANA, BC

Governance Trend

Inter-institutional cooperation Median

Multiactor Coordination Median

Cross-border collaboration High

Multilevel agenda Median

Support (food, clothing) High

Support for shelters High

Legal advice Median

Health care Download

Rights agenda Median

Communication support High

Innovation initiatives Download

Adaptability of environments Median

Source: Own elaboration based on Betts (2011).

Coordination among humanitarian actors, including governmental and non-
governmental organizations and international agencies, is critical to effectively ad-
dress the migration crisis (Pérez-Tejada, 2023). However, this coordination is often 
hampered by logistical, bureaucratic and communication challenges, thus hindering 
a unified and agile humanitarian response (Solano and Massey, 2022). The absence 
of clear leadership among social organizations leads to independent actions and rel-
atively limited inter-institutional cooperation (Olvera Cáñez, 2022). The local gov-
ernment of Tijuana generates certain collaborative actions (Lucero, 2023), but has not 
assumed a central role, due to the lack of financial resources and because the migra-
tion problem is a federal issue, together with the presence of organized crime in mi-
gration control.

Regarding the protection of vulnerable groups, such as women, children and 
people with special medical needs, they are disproportionately affected by the crisis 
(Lucero, 2023). Ensuring their protection and adequate care is a constant challenge, 
exacerbated by precarious conditions in reception centers and exposure to risks such 
as exploitation and human trafficking (FitzGerald and Arar, 2018). Social organizations, 
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both local and U.S., play a crucial role in the city of Tijuana,3 providing essential sup-
port to these vulnerable groups (Pérez Canchola, 2023).

Psychosocial support and mental health are critical for many migrants who have 
experienced trauma during their journey. However, the capacity to provide these 
services effectively is limited, which negatively impacts the emotional and mental 
health of migrants (Rauhut and Laine, 2023). The urgency of migration to the United 
States often marginalizes attention to these problems, compounded by the pandem-
ic and chronic challenges faced by vulnerable groups (Bustamante, 2023).

Migration policies and political rhetoric have a significant impact on the huma-
nitarian response. Changes in migration policies, lack of clarity in asylum processes, 
and uncertainty in government decisions can exacerbate the crisis and hinder 
the orderly management of migration flows (Pincock, et al., 2021). Nevertheless, the 
cbpOne mobile app has facilitated the orderly and safe crossing of more than 70,000 
migrants as asylum seekers from the Tijuana border to the United States since Janu-
ary 2023 (Pérez-Tejada, 2023).

Cross-border challenges and international cooperation are crucial for a coherent 
and effective humanitarian response4 . Differences in approaches and policies be-
tween Mexico and the United States, along with the growing influence of organized 
crime, can hinder this cooperation (Faret, Téllez and Rodríguez-Tapia, 2021). How-
ever, the involvement of San Diego social organizations in humanitarian work is an 
example of common and effective cross-border practices (Lucero, 2023).

The relationship between humanitarian governance and migrant shelters at the 
border is complex and encompasses ethical, legal and humanitarian considerations 
(Betts, 2011). Shelters face challenges in terms of capacity, quality of life, health, safe-
ty, and respect for human rights. In Baja California, collaboration between govern-
ment and shelters varies, and in many cases, civil society organizations take the lead 
in their management, albeit with limited government support.5 This situation is par-
ticularly seen in Tijuana, where some criminal groups control human mobility (Pérez-
Tejada, 2023; Efe, 2023).

The International Organization for Migration (iom), the United Nations Children’s 
Fund (unicef) and the UN Refugee Agency (unhcr) play key roles in promoting 

3  Espacio Migrante believes that the best care should be sought for migrants arriving in the city, as they did 
with the deported Mexicans, Haitians, later with Africans and now with Central Americans, always gener-
ating a communion among all (Olvera Cáñez, 2022).

4  One of the effects of the high human mobility at the Tijuana-San Diego border is the temporary closure of 
the Pedwest border crossing in San Ysidro, California, effective December 9, 2023. With this measure, uscbp 
will reorient its personnel to process migrants in an expeditious and secure manner.

5  For example, Espacio Migrante, operates through donations made by foundations such as Save The Chil-
dren, Global Fund for Children, San Diego County Workers Union, San Diego Cleaning Workers, schools 
and universities (Olvera Cáñez, 2022).



53

Humanitarian Governance

ensayos

humanitarian migration governance (Olvera Cáñez, 2022). These organizations 
not only provide direct assistance to migrants (Pérez-Tejada, 2022), but also strength-
en policies and advocate for human rights, facing the challenge of integrating their 
proposals into an effective and coordinated humanitarian governance model (Betts 
et al., 2017).

The section of the article highlights the intense human mobility along the U.S.-
Mexico border, especially in the Tijuana-San Diego region, where 6,830,287 million 
encounters with irregular migrants have been recorded during President Biden’s term 
in office. This migration phenomenon, marked by a significant increase in detentions, 
reflects the complexity and challenges of humanitarian governance in this region 
(Olvera Rodríguez, 2023). Biden’s immigration policy, focused on humanitarian vi-
sas and asylum programs, contrasts with the previous administration, and has sig-
nificantly influenced regional and Latin American mobility.

The challenges of humanitarian governance include the management of a hu-
manitarian crisis marked by limited reception capacity and resources, where civil 
society organizations have played a crucial role, especially in Tijuana (Olvera Cáñez, 
2022). Despite efforts, difficulties are faced such as the lack of effective coordination 
among multiple actors and divergent perceptions of problems and strategies. These 
challenges highlight the need for a unified and agile humanitarian response that bal-
ances human rights protection with border security and promotes efficient interna-
tional and cross-border cooperation (Olvera Cáñez, 2022).

The analysis of migration dynamics at the U.S.-Mexico border reveals the grow-
ing human mobility and the resulting humanitarian problems in the region, particular-
ly in Tijuana-San Diego. This situation, marked by a significant volume of detentions, 
reflects the importance of effective humanitarian governance that can efficiently co-
ordinate the actions of the different actors involved in the management of irregular 
human mobility, overcoming the barriers of communication and mistrust between 
governmental and non-governmental organizations.

In conclusion, humanitarian governance is essential to ensure that migration at 
the U.S.-Mexico border is managed in a manner that respects the rights and dignity 
of migrants, addressing the complex realities of migration at all stages.

FinAl consideRAtions

This study, focused on the Cali-Baja border region and, more specifically, on the Ti-
juana-San Diego migration dynamics, has revealed crucial aspects of humanitarian 
governance in the context of migration. With approximately seven million detentions 
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recorded by U.S. immigration authorities in the last three years, this area has become 
a focus of intense human mobility and humanitarian challenges. President Biden’s 
immigration policy, characterized by the implementation of programs such as hu-
manitarian visas and Temporary Protected Status for Venezuelan immigrants, marks 
a significant contrast with the previous administration and has profoundly influ-
enced migration flows. However, this policy shift has also presented challenges in 
terms of effective coordination among the various actors involved in humanitarian 
governance, highlighting the need for coherent and multilevel approaches to the 
management of irregular human mobility.

The research has also revealed that, at the Tijuana-San Diego border, humanitar-
ian governance faces additional challenges due to the complexity of migration and 
U.S. migration policies. These challenges include limited shelter capacity and coor-
dination among actors, which vary and affect the humanitarian response. Despite 
collaboration between social organizations and local and state governments, diffi-
culties persist in protecting human rights and ensuring dignified living conditions 
for migrants and asylum seekers. In addition, the region faces uncertainties about 
who should take the lead in coordinating and planning humanitarian governance.

The contribution of humanitarian governance on the U.S.-Mexico border, espe-
cially in the Tijuana-San Diego region, has been the subject of analysis due to in-
creasing human mobility and the resulting humanitarian problems. The migration 
dynamics on this border stand out as one of the most intense in the border relations 
between the two countries, with approximately seven million apprehensions made 
by U.S. immigration authorities in the last three years. This migratory flow has been 
significantly influenced by the programs implemented by President Biden’s admin-
istration since January 2023, including humanitarian, labor, asylum, refugee, family 
reunification and Temporary Protected Status for Venezuelan immigrants, differing 
from the Trump administration’s policies.

Humanitarian governance underlines the need for effective coordination among 
multiple actors, such as governments, intergovernmental and non-governmental or-
ganizations, and humanitarian agencies, to manage irregular human mobility. How-
ever, it faces the challenge of establishing coherent and effective multilevel and 
multi-stakeholder coordination. Difficulties in communication and divergent percep-
tions of problems and strategies have impacted the effectiveness of humanitarian 
responses. In addition, mistrust between governmental and non-governmental or-
ganizations can be an obstacle to establishing a consensual humanitarian agenda.

At the Tijuana-San Diego border, humanitarian governance faces additional chal-
lenges due to the complexity of migration and U.S. immigration policies. Among the 
most common problems are limited shelter capacity and coordination among different 
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actors, which can vary and affect humanitarian response capacity. Often, social orga-
nizations show a high degree of collaboration and relative cooperation with local 
and state government agencies. The protection of human rights and the guarantee of 
dignified living conditions for migrants and asylum seekers are essential in humani-
tarian governance, as is community participation.

The Tijuana-San Diego border presents uncertainties regarding who takes the 
lead in humanitarian governance coordination and planning. Some civil society or-
ganizations, such as Espacio Migrante, have played a central role in collaboration 
with the local government, in a context of increasing human mobility and the influ-
ence of criminal groups in migration control.

The absence of a shared rights agenda among participants in humanitarian gov-
ernance at the border is due to several factors, such as lack of coordination and di-
vergent interpretations of human rights. Therefore, managing migration at this border 
with a humanitarian governance approach is essential, not only to address logistical 
and security challenges, but also to ensure the dignity and fundamental rights of in-
dividuals. International cooperation, transparency and respect for human rights are 
fundamental pillars for a more humane and sustainable migration management.

In conclusion, this study underscores the critical importance of effective hu-
manitarian governance at the U.S.-Mexico border, especially in the management of 
migration in Tijuana-San Diego. The absence of a shared rights agenda and difficul-
ties in coordination raise the need for a comprehensive approach that prioritizes both 
human dignity and security. For future research, further exploration of strategies to 
improve cross-border cooperation and efficiency in responding to humanitarian cri-
ses is suggested. Further studies could focus on the impact of migration policies on 
social and economic dynamics in the region, and how different interpretations of hu-
man rights influence governance practices.

It is also imperative to investigate ways in which civil society organizations, 
such as Espacio Migrante, can improve their collaboration with governments and 
other agencies to strengthen the humanitarian response and protection of migrants. 
A valuable area of study would be the analysis of humanitarian governance models 
that effectively integrate the needs of migrants with national security policies. In ad-
dition, research on the long-term effects of current migration policies on the social 
and economic structure of border communities, as well as on the quality of life of 
migrants and asylum seekers, should be considered. Finally, it is crucial to study 
ways to foster a more cohesive and shared human rights agenda among all actors 
involved in humanitarian governance. These studies will not only contribute to aca-
demic knowledge but will also provide practical guidance for more just and humane 
migration policies.
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