MIGRATING INTO
FINANCIAL MARKETS

HOW REMITTANCES
BECAME A
DEVELOPMENT TOOL

MATT BAKKER



Luminos is the open access monograph publishing program from
UC Press. Luminos provides a framework for preserving and rein-
vigorating monograph publishing for the future and increases the
reach and visibility of important scholarly work. Titles published
in the UC Press Luminos model are published with the same high
standards for selection, peer review, production, and marketing as

those in our traditional program. www.luminosoa.org


http://www.luminosoa.org/




Migrating into
Financial Markets






Migrating 1nto
Financial Markets

How Remittances
Became a Development "Tool

Matt Bakker

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA PRESS

3



University of California Press, one of the most
distinguished university presses in the United
States, enriches lives around the world by
advancing scholarship in the humanities, social
sciences, and natural sciences. Its activities are
supported by the UC Press Foundation and by
philanthropic contributions from individuals
and institutions. For more information, visit
www.ucpress.edu.

University of California Press

Oakland, California
© 2015 by The Regents of the University of California

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons CC-BY
license. To view a copy of the license, visit
http://creativecommons.org/licenses.

Suggested citation: Bakker, Matt. Migrating into Financial
Markets: How Remittances Became a Development Tool. Oakland:
University of California Press, 2015. doi: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1525/luminos.s

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Bakker, Matt, author.

Migrating into financial markets : how remittances

became a development tool / Matt Bakker.
. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-0-520-28546-0 (pbk. : alk. paper)

ISBN 978-0-520-96093-0 (electronic)

1. Emigrant remittances. 2. Emigration and
immigration—Economic aspects. 3. Emigrant
remittances—Mexico. 4. Emigrant remittances—North
America. 5. Economic development. 6. Economic
development—Mexico. 7. Mexico Emigration and
immigration—LEconomic aspects . Title.

HG3891.B354 2015

332'04246—dc23 2015016449

Manufactured in the United States of America
24 23 22 21 20 19 18 17 16 I§

o 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
The paper used in this publication meets the minimum

requirements of ANSI/NISO 239.48-1992 (R 2002)
(Permanence of Paper).


http://dx.doi.org/10.1525/luminos.5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1525/luminos.5

CONTENTS

Acknowledgments vii

PART I. THE REMITTANCES-TO-DEVELOPMENT
AGENDA AT THE GLOBAL SCALE

1. Introducing the Remittances-to-Development Agenda:
Migration, Remittances, and Development — Three

Vignettes
3

2. Facts, Figures, and the Politics of Measurement:
The Construction and Diffusion of Remittances
as a Financial Flow

34
3. Forging the Remittances-to-Development Nexus:
Conceptual Linkages and Political Practices

58



PART 2. THE LONG ROAD TO FINANCIAL
DEMOCRACY IN NORTH AMERICA:
FROM STATE-LED TRANSNATIONALISM
TO INTERGOVERNMENTAL COLLABORATION

4. Bringing Remittances into the North American
Economic-Integration Project: A Genealogy

of Mexican State-Led Transnationalism

115

5. From Promise to Practice: Toward Financial
Democracy in North America
162

6. Conclusions

201

Notes 217
Bibliography 229
Index 255



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The task of researching and writing this book could not have
been completed without the support of a great number of indi-
viduals and institutions. First of all, I want to thank the many
interviewees and informants within government agencies,
international institutions, banks, and credit unions who self-
lessly shared their time and experiences with me. I also want
to acknowledge the many migrant leaders, activists, and others
within migrant communities on both sides of the Mexico-U.S.
border who shared their thoughts about and experiences with
remittances and the public policies addressing them. Without
the information gleaned from my interactions with these insid-
ers from both above and below, this would have been a much
poorer book.

This book has been with me as I have moved across three
academic institutions, and I have accrued debts of gratitude
in many places. I want to express my sincere appreciation to
my many teachers, colleagues, and academic friends who have
helped me along the way. My Ph.D. advisors, Fred Block,

vii



viii /) Acknowledgments

Luis Guarnizo, and Michael Smith, shepherded this project
along from its early stages and continued to provide support
and guidance all along the way. Their profound influences on
me are evident throughout this book. Thanks for everything.
Another UC Davis professor, Ming-cheng Lo, also deserves
special mention for much-needed financial support during the
earliest stages of my research.

At Colorado College I was lucky to work with a great group of
colleagues and students. Kathy Giuftre was a wonderful fount of
support, inspiration, and gentle prodding as the two of us worked
getting words on paper and pushing our writing projects to com-
pletion. [ also thank Eric Popkin, Wade Roberts, C.J. Pascoe, and
Santiago Guerra for their support and ideas as I sharpened the
arguments in the book. My fellow temporary faculty members,
Deb Smith and Elena Windsong, provided valuable camaraderie
at CC.

My colleague Janine DeWitt in the Sociology Program at
Marymount University has been wonderfully welcoming and
a valuable source of advice in the final stages before publica-
tion. Many other new colleagues and friends have made the
transition to a new institution smoother than I could have ever
expected. Thanks go out to Clara Haught, Amanda Farrell, Carl
Sachs, Stephanie Ellis, Elizabeth Langran, and Chad Rector.
Thanks also to friends far and wide who have provided support
and assistance in many ways. Special thanks to Tim Gutierrez,
Nelson Martinez-Berrios, Enrique Martinez Curiel, and Mar-
tin Geiger.

On the financial front, I received invaluable support from
various institutions at key points along the way. I thank the Uni-
versity of California Labor Education and Research Fund for an



Acknowledgments | ix

early grant, as well as the Gifford Center for Population Stud-
ies for its support during the early stages of research. | greatly
appreciate the support of Lois Stover and Sherri Hughes, admin-
istrators at Marymount University, who came through with
some important funding as the book was going to publication.
My final and heartiest thanks must go to the members of
my family who have unfailingly supported me through the ups
and downs that life throws at us. I thank my parents, James and
Susan Bakker, for their endless support over the years. Heartfelt
thanks to m7 tin Victoria Jiménez, who has always welcomed me
and my family with open arms in our home away from home
in Guadalajara. And finally to those closest to me, Maria Luisa,
Braulio, and Caramelo: I cannot find the words to express the
depth of my appreciation for all that you do. Without you this
book and my academic pursuits in general would never have

come to fruition. ;Gracias por todo!

Some parts of the book have appeared in previous publications. An
earlier version of chapter 2 was published as “Discursive Represen-
tation and Policy Mobility: How Migrant Remittances Became a
‘Development Tool,” Global Nerworks, 15(1): 21—42 (2015). Parts of chap-
ter 4 were previously published in “Mexican Migration, Transna-
tionalism, and the Re-scaling of Citizenship in North America,”
Ethnic and Racial Studies, 34(1): 1—19 (2011), available online: http://
www.tandfonline.com/10.1080/01419870.2010.482159, and  “From
“The Whole Enchilada’ to Financialization: Shifting Discourses
of Migration Management in North America,” in The Politics of
International Migration Management, edited by Martin Geiger and
Antoine Pécoud (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2010), 271—94

(reproduced with permission of Palgrave MacMillan).


http://www.tandfonline.com/10.1080/01419870.2010.482159
http://www.tandfonline.com/10.1080/01419870.2010.482159

x /[  Acknowledgments

I must also thank the many people at the University of
California Press who shepherded this book to completion.
Special thanks are due to my editors, Naomi Schneider, Ally
Power, Peter Richardson, and Cindy Fulton, who guided
me through the transition from proposal to book. Finally, a
hearty thanks to Paul Psoinos, whose meticulous copyediting

work made this a far better book.



PART I

The Remittances-to-

Development Agenda at the
Global Scale






CHAPTER I

Introducing the Remittances-
to-Development Agenda

Migration, Remittances, and Development —
Three Vignettes

This book explains how migrant remittances became a develop-
ment tool around the turn of the new millennium. This was the
active accomplishment of policy entrepreneurs and experts intent
on transforming the way that people around the world viewed
and acted upon remittances. The following three vignettes offer
an initial glimpse at the actors, historical events, and fundamental

contradictions at the heart of this story.

KEEPING THE MONIES FLOWING IN TIMES OF CRISIS

The global financial crisis unleashed in 2008 threatened, among
many other things, to erode the high volume of remittances
that international migrants send back home to the global South,
monies that had come to be seen—as we will see throughout the
course of this book—not just as a lifeline for poor families but
also as a promising source of development finance. The aggre-
gate amounts of money migrants sent across borders declined
in 2008 as a result of the financial calamity, but the declines
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did not last long. By 2009 global financial flows had stabilized
and would start to grow again in the coming years. How did
this happen? Were migrants somehow immune to the effects
of the financial crisis, the crippling unemployment, economic
uncertainty, and financial ruin it brought to so many ordinary
people the world over? Maybe not. Robert Meins, a remittances
expert from the Inter-American Development Bank, one of the
most important international financial institutions working at
the intersection of migration and development, suggested in an
industry newsletter that a whole different dynamic was at work.
He explained that:

The defining characteristic of remittances is that they are seen as a
family obligation. Senders are more likely to cut back on their own
consumption than to reduce the amount of money they send to
their families. Unlike speculative flows or foreign investment,
therefore, profit motives do not drive remittance levels. As a result,
changing economic or political risks and natural disasters will not
negatively impact the decision to send. . .. [Emerging evidence
suggests] that immigrants are working longer hours to compensate
for lower wages, switching sectors after job loss, responding to
labor demand and/or local immigration enforcement by moving
from one state to another, and even tapping into their savings to

maintain remittance levels. (Migrant Remittances, 2008: 8—9)

For experts in the international institutions intent on draw-
ing out the developmental potential of remittances, this was
good news. Migrants exhibited the requisite adaptability and
willingness to keep the monies flowing. There would be no sig-
nificant long-term effects of the financial crisis on worldwide
remittance flows. Whether migrants themselves—who engaged
in these multiple forms of self-exploitation and experienced

firsthand the pain and disruption necessary to keep sending



Introducing the Remittances-to-Development Agenda | 5

monies home—celebrated this reality as much as the remit-
tances experts did 1s a completely different question.

THE HEROIC MIGRANT AND THE END OF MIGRATION

One of the central promises of change that former Mexican pres-
ident Vicente Fox made in the run-up to his victorious elec-
tion in 2000 was that he would govern on behalf of 118 million
Mexicans—a number that included the 100 million people resid-
ing within the territorial confines of the Mexican nation-state as
well as the 18 million mexicanos en el exterior, the imagined commu-
nity of Mexican migrants and their descendants living abroad. In
recognition of their economic contributions to Mexico and their
continued commitment to the nation, Fox often referred to those
mexicanos en el exterior as heroes. In this, President Fox was part
of an expanding chorus of leaders from major migrant-sending
states, from Ireland to the Philippines, who have celebrated the
heroic contributions of migrants to their homelands over recent
decades. For Fox, this heroic imagery took perhaps its grandest
form on December 3, 2000, just three days into the presidency.
That day Fox held his first public event and opened the official
presidential residence, Los Pinos, for a meeting with migrant
leaders. In his official address, the newly inaugurated president
waxed eloquent about the spirit and tenacity of the migrant,
about the set of characteristics that migrants shared with a curi-

ous amalgam of historical figures:’

It is in each humble, poor, successful, and triumphant migrant
where we realize the capacity that we carry within us all, that
potential that I would almost say is unlimited but which we our-
selves sometimes can’t see, that we only discover when we are
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facing a challenge and when we begin to struggle to overcome
those obstacles and to reach our goals. That is when the true
spirit of man comes out, a spirit that we all carry within us.

Just to cite a few of the great figures of humanity: that capacity
that Gorbachev had, or Juan Pablo II, or Martin Luther King, or
Gandhi, or Mandela, or Walesa, who on their own, because they
decided to fight for something big, because they decided to reach
for the unreachable—they transformed humanity, they trans-
formed borders, they transformed and they changed chilling and
painful realities. That spirit, that capacity is in the soul of each
migrant.

That is why it was indispensable for us that our first visit here, in
Los Pinos, the first formal act, was held with you, because we want
to infect ourselves with that spirit, we want to follow your example
and we want for all of Mexico, the 100 million Mexican men and
women that are living here in our beloved country struggling day
in and day out, that wake up each morning to get to work, for all of
us to do it with the energy, cor los pantalones, con las faldas with which
you all have struggled and have met with success.

(Fox Quesada, 2000Db)

And yet, despite this laudatory characterization of migrants,
in literally his next breath, Fox spoke of his dream of a nonmi-
gratory future: “We see in the future a dream, and that dream 1s
that every youngster, every adolescent, every child of ours can
stay at their family’s side, that they can stay here in Mexico, that
they can grow, can realize their dreams and their own transcen-
dence here in their homeland.” This duality, this schizophrenic
portrayal of heroic migrants as the utmost representation of
what humanity has to offer while at the same time represent-
ing mobility across borders as a social ill to be done away with
in the future, continued to be a main theme throughout Fox’s
administration and that of his successor, Felipe Calderén. It

would not be a stretch to say that this contradictory framing
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has seeped to the very core of Mexican state-policy discourse

on migration.

THE LIMITS OF MIGRANT INCLUSION

In March 2002 the governments of the United States and Mexico
formally announced a new “Partnership for Prosperity.” Although
U.S.-Mexican relations had cooled following the events of
September 11, 2001, as the administration of George W. Bush pri-
oritized its War on Terror over the further integration of North
America, the partnership sought to combine the forces of the
public and private sectors to foment regional development and
expand economic opportunities for individuals across Mexico and
the United States—including the inhabitants of the traditional
migrant-sending regions of Mexico whose limited economic pos-
sibilities could lead to further outmigration.

Government officials in the local offices of the Federal
Deposit Insurance Corporation and the Mexican Consulate in
Chicago took this initiative and ran with it. Beginning in May
2003 they jointly formed the New Alliance Task Force (NATF)
and worked with local banks, credit unions, and community-
based organizations to encourage financial inclusion by expand-
ing the financial-education opportunities and banking services
available to Mexican immigrants in and around the city. This
innovative transnational collaboration bore real fruits. In no
time the government officials had dozens of financial institu-
tions involved in the initiative. It served as a valuable conduit
to share information about the legality of providing financial
services to the undocumented. Its working groups also helped
to create innovative new financial products for this commu-

nity, such as the I'TIN mortgage, which relies on an individual
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Taxpayer Identification Number supplied by the IRS rather
than the Social Security Number—ubiquitous but unavailable
to undocumented migrants. But this successful partnership
would not last. Anti-immigrant pressure groups challenged the
FDIC’s participation in a program providing assistance to “ille-
gal” immigrants. Thus began the slow and silent death of the
NATTF. It would seem that this program to #nc/ude migrants and
their monies in the formal financial system escaped the limits of
what was possible in a period marked in so many other ways by
the tendency to exclude the undocumented from the institutions

of mainstream America.

These brief vignettes offer a window into the efforts of var-
ious actors who worked to reframe our understanding of the
importance of migration, migrants, and their monies for the
global economy and, in the process, turned remittances into a
development tool. They also illustrate the growing confluence
of the transnational engagement policies of migrant-sending
states like Mexico and the market-centric development pol-
icies of international financial institutions. And finally, they
help us see how policies designed to include migrants and
their monies within financial markets fit uneasily in a polit-
ical environment marked in so many other ways by efforts to
exclude migrants—particularly the undocumented—from
social, cultural, political, and economic institutions. These

are the major themes explored throughout this book.

INTRODUCTION

At the beginning of the new millennium a new tool for devel-

opment suddenly appeared on the global stage: remittances.



Introducing the Remittances-to-Development Agenda | 9

These are the monies that transnational migrants, usually poor,
“unskilled” labor migrants from the global South, transfer to
friends and families back home. Often sent in amounts of lit-
tle more than a few hundred dollars at a time, the aggregate
amount of remittances flowing to the so-called developing
countries in 2013 was estimated to be somewhere on the order
of 414 billion U.S. dollars (Ratha et al., 2013). This staggering
amount of money has led political leaders and policymak-
ers around the world to begin imagining remittances as “an
important resource for the development of poor countries”
(Iglesias, 2005: x).

To be sure, migration scholars have long debated how their
object of study and the remittances generated through the pro-
cess of labor migration either contribute to or impede devel-
opment in migrant-sending regions. Significant debates played
out in the 1980s and 1990s, for example, between optimistic and
pessimistic scholars about the relation between remittances,
consumption, productive economic activity, and develop-
ment in Mexico and other major migrant-sending countries
(Alarcén, 2002; Binford, 2003). But something exceptional was
happening at the turn of the millennium, as national govern-
ments, international development organizations, and groups
in civil society ratcheted up the enthusiasm about remittances
and their great potential to kick-start development processes
in the migrant-sending regions of the global South. As remit-
tances gained visibility in recent years, the existence of ear-
lier scholarly debates was all but ignored, and the potential
developmental impacts of remittances were presented as an
entirely new discovery.’ (See Terry, 2005.)

Claims about the impact and importance of this new object
of development seemed only to gain steam as the decade of the

2000s unfolded. Across the world, official statistics documented
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extraordinary growth in migrants’ remittance transfers. Scholars
and policymakers pointed out how the determinants and essen-
tial characteristics of remittances, founded as they are in familial
relations and obligations, made them a valuable source of devel-
opment finance for a variety of reasons. Not least of these reasons
was the apparently “countercyclical” nature of remittance flows,
which meant that they would tend to rise when needed most, fol-
lowing natural disasters or economic downturns (Ratha, 2003).
The euphoria around remittances and development reached
such staggering heights that by mid-decade even some analysts
close to the World Bank were forced to ask whether remittances
had become “the new development mantra” (Kapur, 2005). Cer-
tainly, the infatuation with remittances waned somewhat in the
aftermath of the global financial crisis initiated in 2008, but not
completely. The flows may have momentarily dropped, in some
cases precipitously, as declining economic activity meant fewer
migrants ventured to the global North, but policymakers around
the world continued to pursue opportunities to exploit remit-
tance flows for the purposes of “development.”s

The primary concern of this book is to explain how these
private resources, these paltry sums of money from some of the
world’s least affluent people, came to be so widely seen as a pub-
lic resource, as a promising source of development in the new
millennium. To do this, I untangle and examine the discursive
and political practices of a variety of actors from across multiple
geopolitical scales, whose intellectual work and on-the-ground
efforts helped to generate a consensus around the view that remit-
tances constituted a promising development tool and around a
preferred set of market-based policy solutions that promise to
spur development by incorporating migrants and their monies

into global financial markets. This consensus forms what I term
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the “remittances-to-development agenda” or R-2-D agenda.
Given that the U.S.-Mexico “remittance corridor” (Hernandez-
Coss, 2005) has been a leading canvas on which this policy con-
struction has been sketched, significant attention is given to the
making and implementation of this agenda in North America.

The market-based policy solutions at the core of the R-2-D
agenda are not the only alternatives available to policymakers
intent on exploiting cross-border migration and the resources
it generates for developmental purposes in migrant-sending
regions and countries. Another much-celebrated policy option
relies less on the abstract forces of the market and more on the
collective agency of migrants themselves to promote develop-
ment back home. Mexico pioneered public policy seeking to
capitalize on migrants’ collective agency (and resources) with
its Tres por Uno matching-grant program, designed to chan-
nel funding toward community-development and public-
infrastructure programs in migrant-sending villages and
towns. (See Goldring, 2002; Merz, 2005; Fernandez de Castro,
Garcia Zamora, and Vila Freyer, 2006; Michael Peter Smith
and Bakker, 2008; Iskander, 2010.) The success of the Tres por
Uno program came not simply from its policy design but, per-
haps more important, from its ability to foster lasting relation-
ships between migrant leaders and state officials. This would
facilitate an “interpretive” policymaking process with state
officials and migrant leaders working together to co-produce
the matching-grant program (Iskander, 2010).

Similar dynamics of state officials’ “acting with” migrants
(Iskander, 2013: 169) underlie other historical successes in remit-
tances and development policy, such as the Moroccan gov-
ernment’s successful initiative in the 1970s to bring migrants’

remittance transfers into the formal banking system and to use
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these monies to fund major national development projects. The
success of “Operation Moroccan Workers Abroad,” as that pro-
gram was known, relied on an extensive “strategy of accom-
paniment,” through which government officials developed trust
with migrants, came to understand the barriers impeding their
use of the formal banking system, and helped migrants to over-
come those barriers (Iskander, 2013).#

These types of policies certainly face their own difficulties
in solidifying the nexus between migration and development.
The Tres por Uno program, for instance, has sometimes been
criticized for prioritizing projects that respond to the desires
of absent migrants—funding the construction of rodeo rings
or the beautification of town plazas, for example—more than
to the lived realities and needs of current residents. It would
not be difficult, however, to imagine modifications to such
public-private partnerships that would make their develop-
ment aspirations more strategic and bring migrant remittances
and public resources together for more focused infrastructure
projects designed to foment community and economic devel-
opment in the areas where it is needed most.

But this type of public-private partnership, based in a mutual
respect for the collective agency of migrants and for government,
has not been popular with the purveyors of the R-2-D agenda.
In this age of market fundamentalism, any policy option call-
ing for extensive and high-profile government actions to lead the
drive toward development is seemingly off the table. The pol-
icy entrepreneurs’ driving this agenda have promoted instead
market-based policies that would rely on the agency not of orga-
nized migrants or enlightened government officials but of finan-
cial institutions seeking clients and profits in a competitive

market to achieve the elusive connection between migration and
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development.® Despite the market-fundamentalist rhetoric, the
design and application of such market-based solutions—ironically
enough—would itself require significant governmental work. As
we will see below, such governmental work included knowledge
work to reimagine the importance of migration and the remit-
tances it generates for development in the global South; policy
design and diffusion work drawing up and spreading various policies
that promised to incorporate migrants and their monies within
financial markets and institutions as a means of promoting (finan-
cial) development; and the work of subject formation, both teaching
officials in banks and credit unions about the benefits to be had
from offering financial services to migrants and remittance recip-
ients and providing migrants, their friends, and families with the
financial education and literacy they would need to act as good
financial subjects.

Analyzing these various forms of governmental work,
Migrating into Financial Markets illustrates how the propo-
nents of the R-2-D agenda have helped to spread the image of
migrants’ remittances as a promising if underutilized tool for
development. It also shows their success in laying out a pre-
ferred set of market-based policies that have largely displaced
alternative policy approaches. Such achievements, however,
do not mean that the agenda and its associated policy pro-
gram have been an unqualified success. As we will see over the
course of the book, the effects of all the governmental work
animating the agenda have been uneven. Even if the agen-
da’s proponents may have been successful at getting the world
to view remittances as an enticing pool of untapped capital
that could be leveraged by financial markets and institutions,
the market-based solutions that they advocate have not (yet?)

reached their promise.
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CONTEXTUALIZING THE
REMITTANCES-TO-DEVELOPMENT AGENDA

In order to provide a broader contextualization for the emer-
gence of these policies and practices, the remainder of this intro-
duction discusses two prominent features of the contemporary
global political-economic terrain that help to situate the recent
(re)discovery of remittances by development policymakers and
practitioners. These broader contextual features are: (1) the state-
led transnationalism (Goldring, 2002) of migrant-sending states
looking to exploit transnational migration as a development strat-
egy; and (2) the continuing dominance of market fundamental-
ism (see Somers and Block, 2005; Block, 2007; Block and Somers,
2014) in the arena of international-development policy and prac-
tice. As these two dynamics increasingly came together by the
early 2000s they helped cement the R-2-D agenda’s consensus
around the importance of remittances, their strategic value as a
tool for development, and the types of market-based policies and
institutional changes necessary to turn their potential develop-

mental impacts into reality.

MIGRATION, STATE-LED
TRANSNATIONALISM, AND DEVELOPMENT

Since 1995, the government of the Philippines has celebrated a
“Migrant Heroes Week” every June. In an expression of just how
profoundly the heroic migrant has changed official represen-
tations of the territoriality of the Filipino nation, a government
official speaking at an event opening the festivities in the year
2000 proclaimed, “Philippine territory goes beyond what we once
knew. It extends now to Australia, to the United States, and [so
forth]. What used to be Bayang Filipino [Filipino Nation] is now
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Mundong Filipino [Filipino World]” (quoted in Rodriguez, 2010:
78). A similar discourse on heroic migrants and the extraterritorial
extension of national boundaries can be observed across a num-
ber of other migrant-sending countries as well. Consider the case
of Ireland. When the country’s president-elect, Mary Robinson,
took office in 1990 she painted a portrait of Ireland and its citizens
stretching all across the globe. In her inaugural address, Robinson
stated, “there 1s a vast community of Irish emigrants extending . ..
throughout the continents of North America, Australia, and of
Europe itself. There are over 7o million people living on this
globe who claim Irish descent. I will be proud to represent them”
(quoted in Levitt, 200r: 195). These rhetorical gestures, and the
policy interventions migrant-sending states undertake to imple-
ment these visions of an unbounded national community, raise an
important question about whether and how contemporary trans-
national migration has come to undermine the nation-state’s pre-
sumed triple correspondence between sovereignty, territory, and
political community.

This question has been the object of a vibrant academic debate
over recent decades among students of migrant transnationalism.
Although scholars may argue over the causes and consequences
of these recent policy innovations, there is little disagreement
that something significant is under way when migrant-sending
states become engaged in extraterritorial political activities
designed to cultivate and maintain ties with their migrants liv-
ing abroad. While these efforts may not serve to completely
delink the nation-state, with all its powers and capabilities,
from its territorial moorings, they do appear to extend extra-
territorially the (trans)national development project, the bound-
aries of national identity and community membership, and
the rights and responsibilities of citizenship. What is driving
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migrant-sending states to pursue such extraterritorial projects?
What types of policies give life to these projects? And how have
they dovetailed into the R-2-D agenda?

The extraterritorial policy initiatives of migrant-sending
states, aimed at fomenting and reproducing transnational live-
lihoods among migrants, have been analyzed by a number of
authors using varied conceptual language to describe the poli-
cies, from “state-led transnationalism” (Goldring, 2002) to “global
nations” (Levitt and de la Dehesa, 2003) and “diaspora engage-
ment” (Gamlen, 2008). These conceptual distinctions notwith-
standing, analysts generally agree on the content and objectives
of these policies. The policies are aimed at encouraging migrants
to both successfully incorporate within destination societies and
to maintain a variety of intensive and ongoing connections with
the homeland. This is part of a strategy of sending states to man-
age the “perils and promises of emigration” (Fitzgerald, 2009: 19).
The exact institutional mix of transnational-engagement poli-
cies varies across sending countries, as Gamlen’s (2008) cross-
national comparison amply documents, but they usually include
some combination of policies inducing migrant investment in
the homeland (Goldring, 2002; Saxenian, 2006; Iskander, 2010),
granting dual nationality and extraterritorial political rights
(Itzigsohn, 2000; Martinez Saldafia, 2003; ltzigsohn and Vil-
lacrés, 2008; Michael Peter Smith and Bakker, 2008; Escriva,
Bermudez, and Moraes, 2009), offering expanded government
services abroad (Délano, 2009), and cultivating continuing iden-
tification with the homeland (Gonzalez Gutiérrez, 1999; for a
general discussion of these policies, see Levitt and de la Dehesa
2003; Ostergaard-Nielsen, 2003; and Gamlen 2008).

Explanations for the turn to state-led transnationalism tend

to center on the political and economic interests of sending
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states. Political interests can be understood as driving the turn
toward transnational-engagement policies in a number of dif-
ferent ways. The adoption of state-led transnationalism is often
an effort to shape the sending state’s emigrants into an effec-
tive ethnic lobby within the polity of the receiving state, a lobby
that can advocate on behalf of the interests of the sending state
within the receiving polity (de la Garza and Pachon, 2000;
Ostergaard-Nielsen, 2003). In addition, as these policies have
become increasingly prevalent in recent decades, there may be
political pressure from the international arena for sending states
to mimic the efforts of other states, adopting policies that have
become an international norm (Levitt and de la Dehesa, 2003).
Luis Guarnizo and Michael Smith (1998) emphasize the economic
aspect, arguing that as a result of global economic restructuring,
migrant-sending states have become dependent upon foreign
investment, and this leads to a “growing dependence on trans-
migrants’ stable remittances [prompting] sending states to try
to incorporate their ‘nationals’ into both their national market
and their national polity by a variety of measures” (Guarnizo
and Smith, 1998: 8). The policies adopted by countries around
the world to link the economic skills and resources that their
emigrants have acquired abroad to economic development back
home vary around the world. These include efforts by Mexico
and other countries to foment migrants’ collective investment
in community infrastructure projects (Fernandez de Castro,
Garcia Zamora, and Vila Freyer, 2006; Michael Peter Smith and
Bakker, 2008; Iskander, 2010; Portes and Zhou, 2012); policies by
China and India to induce highly skilled, wealthy migrants to
help transform the national economy through their investments,
skills, and connections (Portes and Zhou, 2012; Eischen, 2013; Y1,

2013); and even efforts like that of Morocco to channel migrant
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remittances through state-owned banks to help finance large-
scale infrastructure projects (Iskander, 2010, 2013).

Understood as driven by the political and economic interests
of sending states, state-led transnationalism can come across
as an effort at strategic repositioning, something of a counter-
hegemonic project of peripheral and semiperipheral states to
improve their positions within the capitalist world-system. Such
a portrayal implies that these policy complexes—and the trans-
national practices they encourage among migrants—may run
counter to the interests of more dominant receiving states in the
global North.?

Recent scholarship has endeavored to undermine these and
similar suggestions that state-led transnationalism policies pro-
moting migrant reincorporation are antithetical to the inter-
ests of the receiving states and civil societies, questioning the
common assumption that immigrant incorporation and transna-
tional engagement are mutually exclusive political possibilities
(Oboler, 2006; Portes, Escobar, and Arana, 2008; Michael Peter
Smith and Bakker, 2008). A continuing engagement with the home-
land does not need to work against incorporation and integration
into social and political institutions in the receiving country if
we recognize the possibilities for a “simultaneity” of experience
and practice across borders (Levitt and Glick Schiller, 2004). Sur-
vey research on Latino migrant organization in the United States
finds that “migrants and their organizations carry on their every-
day activities along parallel tracks that do not appear to contradict,
but actually support one another. Transnationalism and political
incorporation proceed simultaneously, as local happenings inter-
act seamlessly with those in the home countries” (Portes, Esco-
bar, and Arana, 2008: 1085). This supports the findings of other

case-study research demonstrating the compatibility of homeland
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and hostland political practices and orientations, as migrants are
increasingly acting politically on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico
border, living their lives “in terms of and/also rather than either/or
possibilities” (Michael Peter Smith and Bakker, 2008: 204).

But what about the economic aspect? Is state-led transnation-
alism antithetical to the economic interests of receiving states and
civil societies? Apparently not. At least not if we look at the actions
of receiving states in recent years. As scholars of transnationalism
have gone about their work of demonstrating the compatibility
of transnational engagement and immigrant incorporation, send-
ing states pursuing state-led transnationalism have increasing
found common cause with officials from receiving states—as well
as policy entrepreneurs from within international development
institutions—in their efforts to connect migrants and their mon-
ies to their (trans)national-development projects. At the level of
state and international elites, the fears and accusations about the
perils of migrant transnationalism, about the necessary incompat-
ibility of state-led transnationalism with the interests and objec-
tives of the migrant-receiving states of the global North, appear
to hold little sway. What explains this increasing policy conver-
gence? On the one hand, state leaders from both North and South
appear convinced that the promotion of development in migrant-
sending countries and regions will generate more expansive
economic opportunities and thus eliminate the economic-push
factors thought to compel outmigration. Shared action by send-
ing and receiving states can be seen as the pursuit of a win-win
scenario where achieving policy success would mean expanded
economic opportunity and development in the global South
along with a reduction of (unauthorized) migration into the global
North. On the other hand, and perhaps more important, migra-

tion and development policy have proved fertile terrain for actors
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across multiple scales of political authority to respond to recur-
ring preoccupations with global poverty, inequality, and injus-
tice with “market-based solutions” that would extend rather than

reverse neoliberal globalization.

THE WASHINGTON CONSENSUS AND BEYOND:
THE CONTINUING SIGNIFICANCE OF MARKET
FUNDAMENTALISM IN DEVELOPMENT
POLICY AND PRACTICE

The neoliberal reforms that swept the world from the mid-198os
forward became known as the “Washington Consensus.” This
term was used to signify the “set of rigid strictures that man-
dated privatization, deregulation, and liberalization” (Roy, 2010:
15) for the debt-strapped countries of the global South reliant on
the assistance of international financial institutions in the after-
math of the 1980s debt crisis. The tenets behind this Washing-
ton Consensus, as Stiglitz (2001) has pointed out, were deeply
marked by market fundamentalism, a faithlike belief in the
power of markets to solve all manner of social ills (see Block,
2007); these policies were derived from the belief that “it is gov-
ernment interventions that are the source of the problem; the
key to transformation is ‘getting the prices right’ and getting the
government out of the economy through privatization and liber-
alization” (Stiglitz, 2001: xiv). The impact of this neoliberal tran-
sformation was devastating for most people in the global South,
as privatization, liberalization, deregulation, and austerity resul-
ted in the simultaneous loss of both jobs and state subsidies on
basic necessities, with little return on the rosy promises of acce-
lerated economic growth and generalized well-being (Davis,
2006; McMichael, 2012).



Introducing the Remittances-to-Development Agenda | 21

As a result of these devastating impacts, the strict policy
mandates of this Washington Consensus came under increas-
ing fire from both grassroots movements and policy insiders by
the late 1990s. Movements and activists from across the global
North-South divide were beginning to come together in move-
ment spaces to directly contest the neoliberal project and to
begin imagining and constructing alternatives. These movement
spaces included protests designed to disrupt negotiations over
global trade rules, such as the 1999 protests at the World Trade
Organization’s ministerial meetings in Seattle, as well as gath-
ering spaces where activists met to share experiences and con-
template alternatives to neoliberal globalization. Examples of the
latter included the Inter-Continental Encounters for Human-
ity and Against Neoliberalism organized by the Zapatista
movement in Chiapas, Mexico, in 1996 and across Spain in 1997
(de Angelis, 1998) and the meetings of the World Social Forum,
originally held in Brazil beginning in 2001 (Ponniah and Fischer,
2003; Jackie Smith, 2004; de Sousa Santos, 2008).

In addition to this grassroots opposition, prominent main-
stream voices like those of the former World Bank chief econ-
omist, Joseph Stiglitz, criticized the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and its Washington Consensus for their market
fundamentalism and for their prohibitions against government
interventions that might help correct market failures (Stiglitz,
2002) and ameliorate the pain inflicted on the citizenry. This
growing criticism led Stiglitz and others within the World Bank

1

to begin talking about the emergence of a “post—Washington
Consensus” (Stiglitz, 1998; see also Roy, 2010: 15-16) that, they
hoped, would strip market-fundamentalist beliefs away from
development policy. Growing recognition of the failure of neo-

liberal policies even forced some of the main architects of the
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neoliberal policy agenda, such as John Williamson, the origi-
nator of the term “Washington Consensus,” to acknowledge
that “the results of the past decade [had] been disappointing”
(Williamson, 2003a: 327) and to begin contemplating alternatives.

The erosion and decline of the Washington Consensus in
the early years of the new millennium would not, however, lead
to a retreat from market fundamentalism in global-trade and
development-policymaking arenas. Far from it. A 2003 publi-
cation penned by John Williamson and other prominent poli-
cymakers and political entrepreneurs working in and on Latin
America illustrates the dominant direction that policymaking
took in response to the deep criticisms levied upon the neolib-
eral agenda of the 1990s and shows the staying power of mar-
ket fundamentalism. Summarizing the new consensus among
these prominent policymakers, Williamson advocated for new
actions to “complete, correct, and complement” the reforms
of the 1990s (Williamson, 2003b: 18). The actions prescribed
to Latin American governments involved fully implementing
the first round of recommended neoliberal reforms, including
a full liberalization of labor markets; undertaking a new set
of “second-generation” institutional reforms; and addressing the
need to pursue not economic growth at any cost but growth
with equity (Williamson, 2003b: 18).

Jamie Peck and Adam Tickell (2002) provide us with valuable
conceptual language to understand this moment, this extension
and deepening of neoliberal reforms. They identify the exis-
tence of multiple phases of neoliberalization, which they under-
stand as an active process rather than a reified state. The first of
these phases was that of “roll-back” neoliberalism, characterized
by the dismantling of state institutions of social protection and

economic regulation or, in their words, a “pattern of deregulation
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and dismantlement.” A second phase involves “roll-out” neolib-
eralism, which they define as “an emergent phase of active state-
building and regulatory reform” (Peck and Tickell, 2002: 384).
The recent efforts to “complete, correct, and complement” (Wil-
liamson, 2003b) the neoliberal policies of earlier years are clear
demonstrations of this phase of “roll-out” neoliberalism on the
global scale.

This doubling-down on neoliberal reforms is strikingly
reminiscent of what Karl Polanyi (2001) argued so many years
ago: that advocates of economic liberalism regularly resort to
the claim that its failures are due to incomplete application,
to governments’ unwillingness to swallow the medicine and
allow for the unfettered operation of the self-regulating market.
According to economic liberals, the problems generated by the
application of their radical philosophy are not due to the dan-
gers inherent in the self-regulating market itself, but instead
“Interference with [the competitive| system and interventions
with [the self-regulating] market are responsible for all our ills”
(Polanyi, 200r: 150). Much like the nineteenth-century economic
liberals analyzed by Polanyi, in the face of the repeated failure
of market-fundamentalist-inspired policies, today’s economic
(neo)liberals advocate not a retreat from their policy agenda but
the further extension and deepening of their preferred policies.

This continuing commitment to market fundamentalism can
be seen in the development industry’s widespread embrace over
recent years of “private-sector development,” a strategy of using
business and entrepreneurship to alleviate poverty—striving, as
the common refrain goes, to “make markets work for the poor.”
As a 2009 report from the United Kingdom’s Department for
International Development (DFID) frames it, there is a growing

consensus that the standard policies of market liberalization are
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not enough to adequately address global poverty. If we want to
address this latter objective, the report argues, “it is now widely
accepted that specific measures are needed to ensure that the
poor participate. Growth needs to be made available to all in
order to address rising inequality, and provide opportunities
and the capability to participate in markets” (DFID, 2009: 15).
Private-sector development can take on a variety of different
meanings. In some cases it is invoked as a means of suggesting
that “private enterprise belongs at the very center of the develop-
ment enterprise” (Brainard and LaFleur, 2006: 2) because the pri-
vate sector is the true “engine of growth,” and it is “broad-based
growth which generates the jobs and incomes which get people
out of poverty” (DFID, 2009: 9—10). For others, the private sec-
tor’s main contribution to development is its capability to expand
markets and bring needed goods and services to the global poor,
who represent a low-margin but highly profitable mass of con-
sumers and clients at the “bottom of the pyramid” (Prahalad,
2004). Another formulation suggests that a main contribution of
the private sector to development is its ability to transmit the val-
ues and practices of business—particularly its eficiency—to the
global-development arena (Hossain, Mehta, and Wolcott, 2010:
15—16). Each of these formulations of private-sector development,
despite their differences, carries the taint of market fundamen-
talism, centering the power and agency of markets and private
industry to do good in the world and deemphasizing the histori-
cal and structural causes of global poverty and inequality.
Within this broad constellation, the most prominent for-
mulation of private-sector development and its potential for
improving the lives of the world’s poor is undoubtedly the field
of microfinance. The microfinance approach is at the center of

what Ananya Roy (2010: 45) terms the “Washington Consensus
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on Poverty,” a new common sense that “promotes a market-
based approach to poverty.” At the core of this Washington
Consensus on Poverty is the idea that the democratization of
finance holds the key to poverty alleviation and progressive
social transformation; that providing access to credit and capital
will serve to unleash the inherent entrepreneurial energies of
the poor and allow them to work their own way out of poverty
and misery.?

Urban land-titling schemes are another much-celebrated form
of private-sector development. These seek to regularize land-
ownership among inhabitants of informal housing settlements,
thus providing the world’s poor with documentation of formal
ownership that could be used as collateral, granting them access
to financing and unlocking their inherent entrepreneurial poten-
tial (de Soto, 2000). One of the major proponents of this strategy
has been the Peruvian neoliberal economist Hernando de Soto,
whose popular writings have given the topic a wide audience.
With support from the World Bank, in the mid-199os de Soto’s
Institute for Liberty and Democracy undertook a large-scale
land-titling pilot project in Peru that would eventually regularize
nearly one million irregular plots (Mitchell, 2009: 390). Although
the pilot project carried out in Peru did not have its intended
effects—there was not a significant rise in beneficiary house-
holds’ access to business credit—this empirical outcome did little
to undermine support and advocacy for this market-based solu-
tion, as land-titling programs were circulated among policymak-
ers and economics teachers around the world as models of best
practice (Mitchell, 2009). In the end, the ideological commitment
to market-based solutions, to rugged-individual entrepreneurial-
ism as the solution to rampant poverty, trumps any empirical test
of the effectiveness of private-sector development.
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It is in the context of this dominance of market-based solu-
tions in the discourse and practice of global development that we
must place the emergence of the R-2-D agenda and its construc-
tion of remittances as a development tool. Doing so generates
an understanding of contemporary migration and development
policy that differs substantially from much of the critical schol-
arship that has amassed in recent years. The meticulous schol-
arship of Natasha Iskander, for example, has valuably identified
the processes through which successful migration and devel-
opment policies were constructed in Mexico and Morocco in
decades past. As noted above, the key to successful policymak-
ing in these places was an “interpretive” rather than an “ana-
lytic” process: policymakers did not start with a preset policy
objective but got involved in “Interpretive engagement,” work-
ing to develop trust in migrant communities and leaders, to con-
struct relationships with migrant leaders, and to learn from one
another in ways that would allow them to co-produce successful
policy (Iskander, 2010, 2013).

This 1s a compelling description of the processes that gave
life to successful migration and development policy in the past.
However, it does not provide much leverage in the present
context. In the chapters to come I aim to show how the most
prominent migration and development policies circulating
throughout the globe in the new millennium—those emanating
from the R-2-D agenda—are driven by an ideological commitmentto
market fundamentalism, not by an analytic or interpretive pol-
icymaking process. The policy entrepreneurs promoting these
market-based policies from within global development agencies,
policy think tanks, and nongovernmental organizations, as well
as migrant-sending and migrant-receiving states, are involved

in the continuing “roll-out” of neoliberal globalization, bringing
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it to previously ignored and excluded domains. Complementing
other forms of private-sector development, the R-2-D agenda
aims to extend the institutions, products, and subjectivities of
global finance into the transnational social spaces created and
inhabited by migrants, their families, friends, and loved ones
through the promotion of a series of market-based solutions that
promise to leverage the extraordinary sum of “newly discov-

ered” migrant remittances for development.

RESEARCH METHODS AND DATA COLLECTION

The R-2-D agenda is a complex object of study that demanded a
multimethod research approach tracing across multiple sites the
transnational forces and multiscalar processes involved in its con-
stitution and application. The multiple sites for research included
the policymaking spaces of international financial institutions,
U.S. and Mexican state agencies, and nongovernmental organiza-
tions where the R-2-D and other migration-oriented policy agen-
das are being formulated; and the sites where the R-2-D agenda
1s being put into practice in North America. During fieldwork
carried out in 2008 and 2009, I collected documentary, interview,
and participant-observation data documenting the design of the
agenda and its implementation in North America in those spaces
where elite policymaking comes face-to-face with migrant com-
munities on the ground.

Research having begun years after the R-2-D agenda
had taken shape, the most important data collected were
historical—archival and documentary evidence pertaining to
the content, consolidation, and diffusion of the R-2-D agenda.
I collected and analyzed documents detailing the remittances-

related policy models and preferences, funding priorities, and
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practices of diffusion of the international financial institutions
most responsible for elaborating the R-2-D agenda, the World
Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank/Multilateral
Investment Fund. In order to understand how state-led trans-
nationalism came into convergence with the R-2-D agenda in
North America I examined migration-related policy statements
and political speeches by Mexican federal officials, focusing
largely on the period after Vicente Fox took the presidency in
2000. As Mexican state-led transnationalism policies increas-
ingly involved collaboration with U.S. government agencies in
efforts aimed at the financial inclusion of migrants and their
monies in North America, I also collected documents and
materials from the agencies in both governments most actively
involved in these efforts, including the Federal Reserve Banks,
the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, the Instituto de los
Mexicanos en el Exterior, the Banco de Ahorro Nacional y Ser-
vicios Financieros, and the Banco de México.

This historical documentary material was supplemented by
data acquired through in-depth interviews with some of the
central actors involved in the construction, consolidation, and
application of the R-2-D agenda. Fourteen formal interviews
were conducted with program officers in international financial
institutions, officials within agencies of the U.S. and Mexican
governments, and with officials in the banks and credit unions in
the United States targeting Mexican migrants as potential cus-
tomers. Half these interviews were conducted in person, while
the others were conducted by telephone; each was tape-recorded
and transcribed. These semistructured interviews sought to
elucidate the dynamics involved in constructing and diffusing
the R-2-D agenda and to understand the meaning and value that

various public officials attributed to the work they carried out.
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Finally, in focusing on the application of the R-2-D agenda in
North America I identified various financial-education schemes
being directed at migrants and remittances recipients, as well
as promotional efforts directed at banks and credit unions. I
then sought out strategic sites where [ would be able to observe
this work in action. These sites included the education and
recruitment efforts and events carried out by U.S. and Mexican
government agencies and their allies. Engaging in participant
observation at these allowed me to informally interview and con-
verse with government officials, bank and credit-union officials,
and migrants of various stripes. This provided access to the con-
tent of these financial-educational campaigns, their achievements
thus far, and the obstacles perceived by these various actors to the

recruitment of migrants into formal financial institutions.

NAVIGATING THE CHAPTERS TO COME

Migrating into Financial Markets examines the work of construct-
ing, promoting, and implementing the R-2-D agenda with the
aim of enhancing our understanding of the concrete governmen-
tal work that has gone into making remittances a development
tool, or at least attempting to do so. The chapters that follow
analyze the various forms of governmental work—knowledge
work, the work of policy design and diffusion, and that of subject
formation—carried out by public officials and policy entrepre-
neurs intent on making the R-2-D agenda a success. Through
this work the proponents of the R-2-D agenda extended market-
fundamentalist ideas and practices into previously excluded
or ignored domains—the transnational social spaces created
and maintained by migrants and the remittances that traverse

those spaces. It is hoped that the grounded and contextualized
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examination [ offer in the following pages of this extension and
deepening of neoliberalization helps to provide a compelling
accounting of how the “messy actualities” (Larner, 2000: 14) of
neoliberalization played out in this specific project.

The two chapters composing Part One, “T'he Remittances-to-
Development Agenda at the Global Scale,” document and analyze
the concrete governmental practices carried out by actors within
major international financial organizations and development
agencies that worked to enhance the visibility of remittances as a
potentially attractive tool for development. Chapter 2 examines
the work involved in constructing remittances as a financial flow
particularly well suited for development in the global South.
This chapter is fundamentally about the power dynamics and
politics of expertise involved in recent controversies over remit-
tances data, their measurement, compilation, and representa-
tion. The chapter examines the work of a small number of policy
entrepreneurs within a handful of international financial insti-
tutions, development agencies, and think tanks that went into
the design and spread of particular measurement and represen-
tational practices. Particular attention is placed on these actors’
deployment of the “soft power” available to them as officials in
reputable international agencies—manifested through grant
monies provided to collaborators and public challenges to the
capacities and reputations of government officials who initially
resisted the power and legitimacy of their new remittances data,
measurement techniques, and representational practices—as
they sought to standardize remittances data across the Latin
American region. The chapter also notes the broader successes
achieved by these policy entrepreneurs and their allies with the
incorporation of their new remittances measures and instruc-

tions within the latest statistical manual published by the IMF.
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Chapter 3 then turns to an analysis of the conceptual and
policy work carried out by actors within the financial institutions
and development agencies after they successfully made remit-
tance flows visible to governmental officials and the international
community. This chapter details and unpacks three sets of pol-
icies designed and promoted by purveyors of the R-2-D agenda
that promise to link remittance flows to development in the global
South. These policy constructs suggest that remittances can be
linked to development by (1) reducing the cost that migrants pay
for remittance transfers, (2) by using remittances to democratize
finance, and (3) by constructing new market-based development-
finance mechanisms from cross-border remittance flows. The
analysis of the significant governmental work required to make
these so-called market-based solutions a reality demonstrates the
wide gulf that exists between the ideology of market fundamen-
talism and the practice of neoliberal globalization. This analy-
sis also illustrates that the agency behind making remittances a
development tool is not simply the abstract logic of capitalism
itself, or the faceless power of governmentality, but specific indi-
viduals, institutions, and interventions working to enact concrete
political-economic transformations through the construction and
promotion of the R-2-D agenda.

Part Two, entitled “The Long Road to Financial Democracy
in North America,” 1s also made up of two chapters. These chap-
ters shift the analytic focus to the transnational scale, charting
the evolution of Mexican state-led transnationalism from the
1980s to the present and identifying its increasing convergence
with U.S. government policies in furtherance of North American
economic integration. Chapter 4 develops an analytic distinc-
tion between the emigrant and emigration policies pursued

by the Mexican government over these three decades, placing
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particular emphasis on the policies of the period from 2000
forward. The chapter documents how, following the events of
September 11, 2001, these emigrant and emigration policies have
largely converged around an R-2-D model, where it is hoped that
the resources generated through contemporary migration may
be channeled toward development in Mexico that may obvi-
ate the need for continued migration in the future. Chapter 4
sheds new light on the policy content and dynamics driving
state-led transnationalism. First, it demonstrates that the con-
temporary state-led transnationalism policies being pursued by
the Mexican government in the social spaces of North Amer-
ica have taken on a market-centric tint. The policies examined
are aimed both at extending market logics and mechanisms
deep into migrant populations and at channeling the resources
generated through migration into development programs and
projects. Second, the chapter shows that the form of state-led
transnationalism being pursued by the Mexican government,
with its emphasis on expanding the power of markets within
migrant populations, has been forged in strong collaboration
with agencies and government officials from the United States.

Chapter s then trains attention upon the on-the-ground
policies and practices carried out by government officials in North
America, focusing on a particular program that has promoted
“financial democracy” among migrants and remittance recipi-
ents. The chapter analyzes the work carried out by Mexican and
U.S. government officials collaborating in the design, implemen-
tation, and promotion of a low-cost remittance-transfer product
marketed under the brand name “Directo a México.” With this
product, government agencies aimed to both reduce the costs
of remittance transfers and expand access to financial services

for migrants in the United States and remittance recipients in
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Mexico. The chapter illustrates the significant work required of
government officials attempting to turn the promise of R-2-D
into a reality and examines some of the reasons that help explain
why these efforts have, until now, met with little success.

The concluding chapter wraps up by summarizing the main
findings of the previous chapters and drawing out the broader
implications of this study. It begins with a discussion of the par-
adox of neoliberal policymaking and the significant governmen-
tal work required to construct remittances as a market-based
development tool. Then it moves on to discuss what the R-2-D
agenda tells us about the content, rationale, and challenges of
transnational engagement policies in the contemporary moment.
Finally, the book concludes with a discussion about the possibil-
ities for repoliticizing the field of migration and development,
finding new ways to envision this relationship, and identify-
ing the conditions that may, one day, truly make migration an
option rather than a necessity.

Let us begin.



CHAPTER 2

Facts, Figures, and the Politics
of Measurement

The Construction and Diffusion of Remittances
as a Financial Flow

As late as 1998, it was still possible for a well-informed observer
to review the extant literature on migrant remittances and con-
clude: “There is little doubt that this topic interests many, that
it has potential for further study, and that remittances can (and
do) make important contributions to the development of certain
countries. Nonetheless, for the most part, remittances have not
received the sustained attention required, either by the recipi-
ent governments, international financial institutions, local com-
munities, or by the private sector” (Waller Meyers, 1998).
Within a few short years, this situation had completely
changed. Around the turn of the millennium a global consensus
was emerging among international institutions, state agencies,
civil-society organizations, and private financial-services firms
around the valuable contribution that migrants’ remittances
could make to development in the global South. International
institutions of various stripes launched major projects linking
the resources and capacities of migrants to their agencies’ proj-
ect portfolios.” At the same time, states on both the sending and

34
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the receiving end of transnational migration circuits were experi-
menting with their own policies designed to maximize the devel-
opmental impacts of migration. (See Levitt and de la Dehesa,
2003; Dstergaard-Nielsen, 2011.) And commercial financial enti-
ties increasingly began promoting remittance-transfer services
and focusing on improving access to “underserved” migrants and
their transnational households.

This chapter focuses on this remarkable resurgence in enthu-
siasm regarding the developmental potential of migration and
remittances. This growing interest in remittances was the direct
result of intellectual efforts and political practices undertaken
by researchers and policy entrepreneurs working within a hand-
ful of international development organizations. The knowledge
work of the policy experts within these agencies—as well as their
political efforts to get others to adopt their new ways of measur-
ing migrants’ remittances—allowed the world to see the poten-
tial connection between cross-border migration, the remittances
it generates, and development in a new light. While the emphasis
of earlier debates about migration and development might have
focused significant attention on the potential for migrants them-
selves to act as agents of change, as individuals and/or collec-
tivities who might themselves put money, knowledge, skills, and
political resources acquired abroad into transformative practices
back home, the center of gravity now shifted. With attention now
squarely, if not exclusively, placed on the possibilities for the
monies that migrants transfer across international boundaries to
serve as a “development tool,” global financial institutions and
markets came to be positioned as privileged agents of change.

Generating this new vision of remittances as a development
tool and spreading it broadly across the world was a significant
accomplishment, one that deserves greater scrutiny. This chapter
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and the next take on this task by examining the governmental
work of policy experts who encapsulated and diffused the rep-
resentation of remittances as a financial flow and delineated a
set of market-based policy solutions that promised to leverage
migrants’ resources for development purposes.

Examining the growing centrality of remittances in discus-
sions about development, this chapter takes seriously the claim
that, as one Multilateral Investment Fund (MIF) document put it,
the work carried out by MIF officials and their allies to document
“the increasing importance of remittances” succeeded in engaging
“International organizations, national governments, universities,
foundations, and perhaps most importantly, financial institutions...
[in] the process of ‘discovering remittances” (MIF, 2003: 3). But
rather than simply take this assertion at face value, I dig deeper,
asking how the researchers and policy entrepreneurs animating
the R-2-D agenda accomplished this task and what it was, exactly,
that they helped the world to discover about remittances.

In pursuing this task I take a cue from scholars importing
analytic tools from science and technology studies and the gov-
ernmentality approach into the study of global politics and eco-
nomics.” (For example, Mitchell, 2002, 2009; Larner and Walters,
2004.) In what follows I focus attention on the knowledge work
carried out by the researchers and policy advocates who con-
jured up, elaborated, and diffused the R-2-D agenda’s represen-
tation of remittances as a financial flow and an underutilized
resource for development. First, I trace out the technical prac-
tices that allowed remittances to be seen as a financial flow, with
an underlying set of characteristics calling for further integra-
tion within global financial markets and institutions as a means
to promote (financial) development. This section focuses on the

design of graphical depictions of remittances and on efforts to
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improve statistical measurements of their flow across interna-
tional borders so as to make these financial flows appear as an
attractive source of development finance. In the second section I
move on to analyze the power-laden processes of policy mobil-
ity and transfer that helped spread this representation of remit-
tances as a financial flow from a few centers of discursive and
calculative production more broadly across the Americas and
around the world.

CALCULATIVE PRACTICES AND VISUAL
REPRESENTATIONS OF REMITTANCES
AS A FINANCIAL FLOW

Policy entrepreneurs’ efforts at raising consciousness about the
importance of remittances for development were complicated
by questions about the validity and accuracy of official statis-
tics on these cross-border financial transfers. There was general
agreement among the early proponents of the R-2-D agenda
that, until at least the early 2000s, the official statistics produced
by national government agencies as part of their balance-of-
payments reporting to the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
grossly underestimated the true magnitude of remittances. As
one of the leading proponents of the agenda has been fond of
saying, “the main organization that tracks international financial
flows, the International Monetary Fund, for years literally rele-
gated billions of dollars of remittances to the ‘errors and omis-
sions’ category of its accounts” (Terry, 2005: 5).

Despite their shared concern about the quality of available
data, the various officials, agencies, and experts promoting the
R-2-D agenda were not in agreement on the best path to remedy

this situation. The remittance research coming from within the
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World Bank in the early 2000s continued to use IMF data, but
rather than rely solely on the category of “workers’ remittances,”
World Bank researchers constructed a more expansive defini-
tion that summed together three separate categories from the
balance-of-payments accounting framework. They believed that
this offered a more accurate measure of remittances volumes
because it captured flows that were often misclassified by official
compilers. However, as they readily admitted, this reliance on
official data meant that transfers sent through informal channels
were still not included in their improved measures (Ratha, 2003:
171-72).

The researchers associated with the MIF’s Remittances Pro-
gram, on the other hand, tried to create a statistical measure that
would capture the total volume of remittances flows, including
those sent through both formal and informal channels. To this
end, they adopted a measurement strategy that, they argued,
generated a more accurate picture of the magnitude of remit-
tance flows by triangulating different sources of data, including
the official balance-of-payment statistics, census data, and sur-
veys of remittance senders and recipients. (See Orozco, 2005.)

Even though they disagreed over the most appropriate tech-
niques to measure remittance flows, once the various proponents
of the R-2-D agenda came up with their own particular versions
of “more accurate” statistics and measurement tools, they uti-
lized similar sociotechnical practices to express their measures
and recast the significance of remittances within development
discourse. The most common of these practices was to trans-
form their data into tables, charts, graphs, and maps demonstrat-
ing in visual form the growing importance of remittance flows.

A central indicator used to demonstrate the growing sig-

nificance and importance of remittances was, unsurprisingly,
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$ billions
Change (%)
1990 1995 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004e 2005¢ 2005-2001
Developing countries 31.2 57.8 85.6 96.5 113.4 142.1 160.4 166.9 73
Lower middle income 13.9 30.0 42.6 47.4 5723 72.5 83.5 88.0 86
Upper middle income 9.1 14.5 20.0 223 23.0 27.8 33.0 33.8 32
Low income 8.1 133 22.8 26.8 33.1 41.8 43.9 45 68
Latin America and the 5.8 13.4 20.1 24.4 28.1 34.8 40.7 424 74
Caribbean
South Asia 5.6 10.0 17.2 192 242 31.1 31.4 32.0 67
East Asia and the 3.3 9.7 16.7 20.1 27.2 35.8 40.9 43.1 114
Pacific
Middle East and North 114 13.4 13.2 1551 15.6 18.6 20.3 213 41
Africa
Europe and Central 32 8.1 13.4 13.0 13.3 15.1 19.4 19.9 33
Asia
Sub-Saharan Africa 1.9 32 4.9 4.7 52 6.8 7.7 8.1 72
World (developing & 68.6 101.6 1315 147.1 166.2 200.2 225.8 232.3 58
industrial)
Outward remittances from 6.1 12.5 121 143 18.7 20.2 24.1 - -
developing countries
Outward remittances from 11.2 16.6 154 151 159 14.8 13.6 - -
Saudi Arabia

Source: World Bank staff estimates based on IMF BoP Yearbook 2004 and country sources.

Note: Remittances are defined as the sum of workers i ion of empl , and migrant transfers (see
annex 4A.1). e = estimate.

- Data not available.

Fig. 2... World Bank tabulation of remittance flows worldwide between 1990
and 2005. (Source: World Bank, 2006: 88, table 4.1.)

annual growth rates. Research published by the World Bank, for
example, often included tables designed to demonstrate the con-
tinual growth of remittances over recent decades. Figure 2.1 is an
example of an oft-reproduced type of such a table (World Bank,
2006: 88; see also, Ratha, 2007: 2; Vargas Lundius et al., 2008: 15;
Ratha, Mohapatra, and Silwal, 2009: 10). In this particular table,
we are provided with a compilation of data on workers” remit-
tances received between 1990 and 2005 by developing countries
within various groupings, such as income level or regional loca-
tion. For each of these groupings, statistics are provided about
the quantity of remittances received for various years between
1990 and 2005. The chart’s final column offers an interpretation
aid to those readers who may feel bedazzled by all these cate-
gories, groupings, and quantities, as it draws out the main point
the table is meant to convey: that the rate of growth for workers’

remittances during the period from 2001 to 2005 was spectacular,
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ranging from 41 percent in the Middle East and North Africa to
a whopping 114 percent in East Asia and the Pacific.

The compilation and tabulation of remittances data have
been complemented by graphs that represent visually the spec-
tacular growth recorded over recent years. This is sometimes
done for particular countries. In other cases, graphs are used to
present growth trends at more-encompassing regional or global
scales. Figure 2.2 shows one of these graphs for the regional
grouping of Latin America and the Caribbean. In these graph-
ical representations, the rate of growth appears nearly expo-
nential; and this is precisely the intention of their authors. The
following excerpt from the authors of the report that contains
the graph in Figure 2.2 illustrates this well. These World Bank
researchers, apparently writing just before the onset of the
global financial crisis unleashed in 2007, suggest that the rate
of growth portrayed in their graph was likely to continue well
into the future:

This figure does not give any indication of remittances flows level-
ing off or stabilizing. If anything, the figure indicates that there is a
clear upward tendency underlying the data to the point that a sim-
ulation of the evolution of remittances under the assumption of a
continuous trend would result in remittances of about US$6o bil-
lion in 2007. While this estimate is likely to be on the high side of
what one could expect, it nevertheless highlights the fact that a col-
lapse in remittances does not seem very likely over the short run.
(Acosta, Fajnzylber, and Lopez, 2008: 26; citation omitted)

One graphical technique that merits special treatment here
is the mapping of remittances data that was carried out by the
MIF for Latin America beginning in the early 2000s. In collab-
oration with the International Fund for Agricultural Develop-
ment (IFAD), the MIF would extend this coverage worldwide
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Fig. 2.2. World Bank graph showing high rates of growth in remittances
to Latin America between 1980 and 2005. (Source: Acosta, Fajnzylber, and
Lopez, 2008: 26, fig. 2.4.)

beginning in 2007. In Figure 2.3 below we find a copy of the MIF
map of remittances flows to the Latin American—Caribbean
(LAC) region in 2008, while Figure 2.4 is a copy of the IFAD
map with worldwide flows for 2006.

One of the more striking features of these maps is their rudi-
mentary nature. They provide no detail about the actual flow
of remittances; that is, we see no arrows demonstrating whence
monies originate nor whither they are destined. In the case of
the MIF map there is, perhaps, some rationale for this absence,
since significant proportions of remittance monies for much of the
region come from one single economy, that of the United States.
This is particularly true for countries like Mexico and El Salva-
dor, whence the vast majority of emigrants reside in the United
States. But this pattern of migrant concentration within the United
States does not hold for the entire region. Some Latin Ameri-
can countries receive significant remittance amounts from other
parts of the world, including Europe and Japan. Migrants from
Ecuador, for example, are concentrated fairly evenly between
the United States and Spain (Jokisch, 2007). This more com-

plex pattern, where the emigrants of some LAC countries tend
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Fig. 23. TADB/MIF map showing remittances received across the Latin
America—Caribbean region in 2008. (Source: Inter-American Development
Bank/Multilateral Investment Fund, 2009: 2.)
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Worldwide remittance flows to developing countries in 2006 (US$ million)

113085
10158
209

1393

5922
32506

Estimated total remittances to developing countries: US$300 billion B

Fig. 2.4. IFAD map showing remittances received around the world in 2006.
(Source: International Fund for Agricultural Development, 2006: 3.)

to concentrate in the United States while those of other coun-
tries are more widely spread across the globe, is not always lost on
MIF researchers (MIF, 2003: 7; 2004: 9). Curiously, however, this
pattern is something that gets noted in the body of MIF reports
but is never translated onto their maps:

When we look at worldwide remittance flows, purportedly
captured on the IFAD remittance maps, there is of course no
single concentrated site of origin for the majority of remittance
monies comparable to the United States’ relationship with the
LAC countries. For this reason, the absence of arrows indicating
origins, destinations, and directionality on the IFAD maps that
claim to represent the worldwide flow of remittances may seem
even more puzzling. But there is a reason for this absence. While
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specific and detailed information about origins and destinations
may be of value to some interested observers, for the purposes
of these maps generated by the IFAD and the MIF, rudimen-
tary detail is sufficient. This is because these maps are meant to
demonstrate, in striking visual form, one simple characteristic
of remittances flows: their aggregate volume.

In addition to these efforts at documenting and presenting
graphically the volume and growth rates of remittances, the
promoters of the R-2-D agenda have also worked to represent
remittances as a financial flow comparable to other sources of
external finance, most notably foreign direct investment (FDI)
and official development assistance (ODA). When these com-
parisons are made, remittances generally receive a favorable
accounting vis-a-vis other global financial flows on two counts:
overall volumes and stability. It is common to read in official
reports of development institutions, for instance, statements
like the following from the IFAD’s 2008 report “International
Migration, Remittances, and Rural Development”™ “Worldwide,
remittances have become the second largest capital inflow to
developing countries after FDI and before [ODA]. . .. In some
countries, remittances have even surpassed the levels of FDI
and ODA” (Vargas Lundius et al., 2008: 14).

Beyond this relational comparison in terms of aggregate vol-
umes, remittances are also often compared favorably to other
financial flows on the basis of their apparent stability and counter-
cyclical nature (Ratha, 2003). The claim about the countercycli-
cal nature of remittance flows has been widely reproduced (IAD,
2004: 4; Terry, 2005: 9—Io), although the claim is sometimes laid
out in more tepid language, such as that they “may move counter-
cyclically relative to the economic cycle of the recipient country”
(World Bank, 2006: 99, my emphasis). Even with this qualification,
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this has been an extremely important claim, marking a complete
about-face from policy experts’ earlier portrayals of remittances
as “notorious for their volatility” (Diaz-Briquets and Pérez-
Loépez, 1997: 414; see also Hernandez and Bibler Coutin, 2006).

The claim about the stability and countercyclical nature
of remittances flows is often supported by charts and graphs
demonstrating their relation to other financial flows and repre-
senting their supposedly less violent reactions to business cycles,
financial crises, and natural disasters. Figure 2.5 1s an example
of a graph aiming to illustrate the stability of remittances. The
graph shows the slow but steady upward march of remittances at
the global scale from 1990 through 2008, with little of the fluctua-
tion of other financial flows and a much more measured response
to the effects of the global financial crisis unleashed in 2007. It
also demonstrates, as development-industry officials claim, that
remittances have outstripped ODA for most of this period, even
if they have not yet outperformed FDI flows and have been
dwarfed by portfolio-investment flows in some years.

As Figure 2.5 shows, the extraordinary rates of growth in
remittance volumes registered through the mid-2000s did even-
tually come to an end, as a consequence of the global finan-
cial crisis. MIF figures documented a decline of 15 percent for
flows to the LAC region in 2009 (MIF, 2010). At the global scale,
declines were more measured, with the World Bank estimating
a worldwide fall in remittances for 2009 of just over 6 percent
(Ratha, Mohapatra, and Silwal, 2009; World Bank, 2011: 17).

The technical practices identified and analyzed here have more
or less successfully constructed an image of migrant remittances as
a financial flow characterized by high volumes, impressive growth
rates, and relative stability. Let me highlight two important issues

with this particular portrayal of remittances as a financial flow.
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Fig. 2.5. World Bank chart comparing remittances favorably with other
financial flows between 1991 and 2010. FDI, foreign direct investment; ODA,
official development assistance. (Source: World Bank, 2011: 17.)

The first thing to note is that, built as it is on relational compari-
sons between remittances and other financial flows, this represen-
tation relies on historical data on the volume, growth, and stability
of remittances. However, the very institutions and researchers that
actively constructed this conception of remittances as a financial
flow were themselves, as noted above, highly skeptical about the
quality and accuracy of the data used to construct these compari-
sons. In an interview that I conducted with the former manager of

the MIF, he pointed to these limitations, saying:

You know, I'm amused sometimes, or bemused, I guess, to read all
of the data that is coming in about how fast remittances have been
growing over the last ten years, when most of that growth is not
actually increase; it’s better reporting. They haven’t been increas-
ing 37 percent and 42 percent. I think they were, they aren’t right
now, but I think they were increasing 7, 8, 10, 12 percent a year.
(Interview with Donald Terry, 2009)
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Here, Terry readily admits that the spectacular growth rates
seen in remittances data compiled by his and other international
agencies were largely the result of better reporting—the wide-
spread use of new data-collection and data-measurement tech-
niques. That is, these growth rates were largely the result of
changing accounting practices: with greater focus and attention
on data-collection procedures came higher volumes of recorded
remittances. In this sense, the spectacular growth rates identified
in the early-to-mid-2000s were a fiction, the result of compar-
ing apples with oranges. But these headline-grabbing statistics
were useful for their shock value, as they brought remittances to
the attention of government officials, development agencies, and
financial institutions.

The second issue to note about the construction of remit-
tances as a financial flow is related to the fact that, as we will
see in the next chapter, this representation of remittances as a
large, growing, and relatively stable financial flow laid the foun-
dation for a set of market-based solutions promising to “lever-
age” remittances for development purposes. Thus, despite the
fact that the financial crisis unleashed in 2007 undermined
the characterization of remittances as a countercyclical finan-
cial flow relatively immune to the vagaries of financial crises,
recessions, and business cycles, this particular representation
of remittances was far too important for the promoters of the
R-2-D agenda to let it fall so easily.

A 2009 MIF report lamented that “remittances to the LAC
region will decrease in 2009, marking the first downturn since
the Inter-American Development Bank began tracking these
flows in the year 2000” (MIF, 2009: 3). However, the report reha-
bilitated the notion that remittances were relatively stable to

conclude on the following optimistic note: “Despite the decline
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expected in 2009, remittances will remain « far more stable source
of foreign currency than other financial flows, while maintain-
ing millions of people above the poverty line” (MIF, 2009: 5, my
emphasis). As a remittances specialist at the IADB suggests in
the following lengthy quote, migrants’ ability and willingness to
adapt is the key reason for this apparently greater stability:

The defining characteristic of remittances is that they are seen as a
family obligation. Senders are more likely to cut back on their own
consumption than to reduce the amount of money they send to
their families. Unlike speculative flows or foreign investment,
therefore, profit motives do not drive remittance levels. As a result,
changing economic or political risks and natural disasters will not
negatively impact the decision to send. In fact, remittances typi-
cally increase during such periods, providing recipient families
and developing economies with a cushion in troubled times.

The current [2008] financial crisis, however, presents a new
combination of factors, as both senders and recipients are con-
fronted by similar forces simultaneously. . .. This is causing concern
that we may be testing the limits of remittance counter-cyclicality.

How remittance flows will be affected by the financial crisis is
wholly dependent on the ability of migrant workers to find strate-
gies to adapt. Surveys and focus groups conducted for the [TADB]
and by the IAD (Inter-American Dialogue) suggest that immi-
grants are working longer hours to compensate for lower wages,
switching sectors after job loss, responding to labor demand and/or
local immigration enforcement by moving from one state to
another, and even tapping into their saving to maintain remittance
levels. Immigrants have proven to be more adaptable than other
parts of the labor force, and have been able to maintain remittance
flows despite the current 8 percent Hispanic unemployment and
job losses in traditionally important sectors such as construction.
Current evidence suggests that we are not yet testing the boundar-
ies of this ability to adapt.

(Meins, quoted in Migrant Remittances, 2008: 8)
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This revealing statement hints at the human aspects of
migration so often obscured when remittances are aggregated
into a financial flow. It reminds us that if remittances have main-
tained their relatively stable and countercyclical nature even
in the face of an increasingly adverse political and economic
climate, this results from ever-deepening levels of migrant
(self-)exploitation. But the painful toll migrants experience
in their efforts to keep the remittance monies flowing back to
their homeland is not the focus of the policy experts behind
the R-2-D agenda: their main concern is to show that migrants’
apparently limitless capacity to “adapt” to deteriorating condi-
tions confirms this financial flow’s relatively stable and counter-
cyclical nature.

The discursive and visual representations of remittances ana-
lyzed here were not sufficient on their own to transform remit-
tances into a “development tool.” The advocates of the R-2-D
agenda had to take their new representation of remittances as
a financial flow into the world, touting and diffusing it amongst
public-opinion leaders, government officials, and financial-
industry players in an attempt to link this representation to
concrete changes in policy and practice. Before we turn in the
next chapter to an analysis of the market-based policy interven-
tions flowing from the representation of remittances as a finan-
cial flow, the following section analyzes the political practices
and power dynamics involved in the diffusion and transfer of
new remittance-measurement techniques. I focus on the Latin
American region and look at how MIF ofhcials used forms of
soft power—including both offering grant funding to cooperat-
ing institutions and smearing the reputations of less cooperative
ones—to induce governments and central banks in the region to

improve their official remittances data.
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MEDIA PRESSURE AND GRANT FUNDING:
THE SOFT POWER BEHIND REMITTANCE-STATISTICS
IMPROVEMENTS IN LATIN AMERICA

In interviews with staff at MIF and IFAD, they told a consis-
tent story about how their maps of remittance flows had suc-
cessfully produced two primary effects: (1) they captured the
attention of high-ranking officials within financial and devel-
opment institutions, and (2) they helped bring pressure to bear
on national officials responsible for gathering and reporting
data on remittance flows.

Donald Terry, the manager of the MIF from its begin-
nings until his retirement in 2008, described the work of map-
ping remittances flows as the most important thing that the
MIF Remittances Program had done on the issue. Other staff-
ers within the MIF and IFAD concurred with Terry about the
central importance of their mapping work. Beyond simply rais-
ing awareness and elevating the visibility of remittances within
banking institutions and development circles, these maps and
the surveys they were built from served to bring pressure on
central banks across the LAC region to improve their data-
collection practices and the official statistics they reported.
One MIF staffer described to me how, when they first started
looking at the official statistics, they realized that these could
say nothing useful about remittances, even though other finan-
cial flows such as foreign direct investment were reported with
seemingly exact precision (Interview with MIF staffer, 2009).
Prompted by this recognition of the severe limitations of ofhicial
statistics on remittances, the MIF program then commissioned
a series of surveys of remittance senders in the United States

and recipients throughout Latin America in order to generate
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its own more accurate statistics. Alluding to both the initial
motivation for these surveys and their eventual impact, Donald
Terry told me:

I knew we had struck something of not just interest, but impor-
tance, when we started to get some pushback from central banks
and the rest because we were basically willing to say, “Your num-
bers aren’t off . . . by 10, or 15, or 20 percent”—if that’s all it was, |
wouldn’t have been that interested in doing these surveys—“you’re
off by 300, or 400, or soo percent. You have no idea of how much
money is coming back in.”

(Interview with Donald Terry, 2009)

Another former MIF staffer described in detail how the MIF
surveys and maps were put to use in pressuring national officials
to improve their official statistics. He mentioned that despite the
large discrepancy between their estimates and the official statis-
tics MIF staffers initially found little traction when they com-
municated directly with central-bank officials. They confronted
this official indifference by organizing public events in particu-
lar countries, releasing their own estimates to the national press,
and trying to bring pressure on central-bank officials to improve
their collection methods and official estimates. This national
media coverage would often draw the attention of government
officials outside the central bank and lead to rather immediate
effects; upon publication of the MIF surveys and maps, central-
bank officials who had initially rebuffed their overtures would
contact MIF staffers to inquire about the discrepancies. Inevi-
tably this would lead the central bankers to look into their own
estimating procedures, recognize their ad-hoc nature, and come
to accept the need to improve their estimates. This staffer would

describe this relationship not as conflictual but as a kind of
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“constructive collaboration”—although central bankers initially
resisted, they went through a process that went from surprise, to
justification, and then finally led them to collaboration (Inter-
view with former MIF staffer, 2009).

Thus, employing the bully pulpit afforded to them as represen-
tatives of a relatively reputable multilateral financial institution,
MIF officials used media outlets to publicly challenge the veracity
of the remittances data coming out of national institutions. As the
process of surprise, justification, and collaboration ran its course
in the individual countries across Latin America, the MIF staff-
ers found success in convincing central-bank officials to pursue
improvements in their collection methods and data quality. This
was confirmed during my interview with Donald Terry, when
he explained that: “The map that the [MIF] now puts out each
year—for the most part now, those are the official numbers of the
central banks; there’s still a couple of central banks that aren’t doing
it. But essentially, by doing those surveys, by getting a sense of how
much money was being sent—that sort-of forced the government
ofhicials to acknowledge that” (Interview with Donald Terry, 2009).

The use of national media to publicly challenge the legit-
imacy of the central bankers’ statistics was not the only form
of soft power the MIF staffers used to ensure national officials’
collaboration with their regional project. The MIF program
also used its grant funding to bring the LAC central bankers
on board as collaborators. This is most clearly seen in the 2005
IADB/MIF grant made to the Latin American Association of
Central Banks (CEMLA) to develop a coordinated strategy to
improve data-collection procedures across the continent.

While the MIF Remittances Program’s efforts appear to
have been successful at inducing LAC central-bank officials to

modify their measurement techniques, this process of change
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does not appear to have been one of either smooth collaboration
or simple imposition. A closer examination of the outcome of
the MIF/CEMLA grant project helps to illustrate the power
dynamics involved in these efforts to improve the accuracy of
remittance statistics across the region.

During a “launching seminar” for the MIF/CEMLA project
held in Mexico City in 2005, the MIF consultant Manuel Orozco
presented a paper entitled “Conceptual Considerations, Empir-
ical Challenges, and Solutions in Measuring Remittances.” In
that paper, Orozco recommended a survey-based method for
measuring remittances (Orozco, 2005). The proposed method
would draw from three sources of data, including U.S. census
data, random nationwide migrant surveys to determine the per-
centage of migrants who remit money, and data from money-
transfer companies on the “mode, median and average amount
sent” (Orozco, 2005: 24). The information culled from these data
sources would then be inserted into a relatively simple formula,
whereby the total volume of remittances could be determined by
multiplying (1) the total number of migrants; (2) the percentage of
migrants that remits; and (3) the average amount remitted. Such
a formula, according to Orozco (2005: 24), promised to “improve
the predictive impact of remittances volumes.”

My intention here is not to ponder the strengths and/
or limitations of such an estimating formula. The more modest
objective is to point out that this proposed measurement tech-
nique did not meet with the full-scale approval of the LAC central
banks. CEMLA staffers working on the MIF grant to improve the
remittance statistics compiled by Latin American central banks
preferred a direct reporting method that would rely on informa-
tion provided regularly by financial institutions on the remit-

tances payments they process. A major product emerging from



54/ The Remittances-to-Development Agenda

the MIF/CEMLA grant project was supposed to be a “Manual on
Best Practices for the Compilation of International Remittances.”
The preliminary version of this best-practice manual did not
embrace the estimating techniques favored by Orozco. Instead, it
suggested that “the best compilation strategy is for central banks
to focus on, and obtain reports from, companies that are directly
engaged in the remittance process themselves, such as nonbank
[money-transfer companies] and individual banks transmitting
remittances on their own account” (CEMLA, 2006: 35).

These different estimation methods could have important
effects in terms of the representation of remittance flows. The
direct reporting method advocated in the CEMLA manual,
while potentially including a significant amount of nonremit-
tance cross-border transfers, would likely capture more of the
fluctuations in total remittances than the type of survey-based
estimates advocated by the MIF. Unless their surveys of remit-
tance senders and receivers are continuously updated, survey-
based estimation techniques use a static coeflicient of per-capita
remittances sent by migrants. With the use of such a technique,
it is really little wonder that remittance data show these flows
to be growing and countercyclical—this type of formula neces-
sarily leads to remittance-volume estimates that grow in a lin-
ear relationship with the size of the migrant population. The
estimates of different organizations will differ as a result of the
sources of data used to construct their “propensity to remit”
coefficient. However, all estimates using such a technique will
grow in lockstep with a rising population of migrants and remit-
ters, thus contributing to the representation of remittances as
large, growing, and countercyclical.

The disagreements between the central bankers and the MIF

officials are probably driven as much by their differential access to
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various sources of data as by their perceptions of the accuracy of
either of these methods. For officials within the Latin American
central banks the use of data sources from within their own coun-
tries 1s likely both preferable and more practical than collecting
data from sources in the United States. This is especially the case
if these officials can use the power of the state to require financial
institutions operating within their national territory to directly
report information about remittances receipts.

In sum, while the Latin American central bankers may have
conceded to the assertion of the MIF program and its expert
consultants that their official statistics were less than precise,
these bankers were apparently not willing to grant the inter-
national organization the power to impose its preferred tech-
nique for remedying these inaccuracies. These divisions were
rendered partly moot when the proponents of the R-2-D agenda
successfully incorporated new remittances definitions and
measures within revisions of the IMF’s balance-of-payments
framework 1n 2009 (IMF, 2009a). However, even with this new
international measurement regime it would appear that the
debate between direct reporting and survey-based estimates
has not been fully resolved; a guidebook published by the IMF
explaining the new definitions and reporting procedures could
only go so far as to advise governments to “develop data compi-
lation strategies based on the needs, constraints, and capabilities

of their own countries” (IMF, 2009b: 3).

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter began by examining the technical practices
deployed by actors within international development agencies
to construct remittances as a financial flow. These included
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the elaboration of more accurate statistics and measurement
tools, as well as the transformation of the improved data devel-
oped through these new tools into tables, charts and graphs
that would forcefully demonstrate in visual form the growing
importance of remittance flows. The chapter also illustrated
the political dynamics involved as officials associated with the
MIF and IFAD used various forms of soft power to spread their
preferred data-collection techniques and representations of
remittances as a financial flow across Latin America and the
world.

The focus of this chapter has thus been on the discursive
and technical construction of remittances as a financial flow of
great importance for development in the global South and on
the efforts of development-industry officials to spread particular
measurement techniques that promised to improve the statistical
data underlying such a construction. In creating and mobilizing
these data-collection techniques and visual representations the
purveyors of the R-2-D agenda have rather successfully spread
across the world the view that the relatively small amounts of
money transnational migrants send to family and friends living
back in the homeland constituted a large, rapidly growing, and
relatively stable cross-border financial flow. But in and of itself
this examination tells us little about how the proponents of the
R-2-D agenda articulated the connection between remittances
and development. How, exactly, did they make the link between
their representations of remittances as a financial flow and devel-
opment processes in the global South? The representation of
remittances as a financial flow was particularly amenable to
market-based policy interventions aimed at further incorporat-

ing migrants and their monies within financial institutions and
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markets. And this is precisely the type of policy intervention the
purveyors of the R-2-D agenda designed, promoted, and imple-
mented as they sought to turn remittances into a “development
tool.” In the following chapter I analyze the content and rationale
of these market-based solutions, and the governmental work that

made them possible.



CHAPTER 3

Forging the Remittances-to-
Development Nexus

Conceptual Linkages and Political Practices

The previous chapter analyzed the governmental work involved
in the construction of remittances as a financial flow. In this
chapter I turn to look at the governmental work involved in the
portrayal of the nexus between remittances and development and
the identification of market-based solutions capable of exploiting
that connection. How, exactly, have remittances been framed as
a potentially valuable contributor to development in the global
South? In the following pages, | examine the contours and con-
tent of this aspect of the R-2-D agenda, dissecting the particu-
lar understandings of the connection between remittances and
development that have animated the work of agencies such as
the Multilateral Investment Fund (MIF), the International Fund
for Agricultural Development (IFAD), Inter-American Dialogue
(IAD), and the World Bank. In particular, I focus on how these
institutions have forged the conceptual link between remit-
tances and development and on the specific practices that pol-
icy entrepreneurs within these institutions have undertaken in

order to make their political project a reality. With this work,
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the purveyors of the R-2-D agenda are involved in a process of
“rendering technical” the complex relationship between trans-
national migration, remittances, and development. Tania Mur-
ray Li suggests that this process of rendering technical is about
“extracting from the messiness of the social world, with all the
processes that run through it, a set of relations that can be formu-
lated as a diagram in which problem (a) plus intervention (b) will
produce (c), a beneficial result” (Li, 2007a: 265). In our case, the
policy designers suggest that the problem of the underutilization
of migrants’ remittances (a) can be remedied through a series of
market-based interventions (b) that promise to result in greater
(financial) development (c).

There have been some subtle differences in how each of the
major development agencies has portrayed this relationship
and the particular set of policy interventions that promise to
transform remittances from an unrecognized and underuti-
lized international financial flow into a robust contributor to
development in migrant-sending countries and regions. Despite
these minor differences, there are common themes that unite
these agencies around a vision of how remittances can contrib-
ute to development processes in the global South. As we will
see, each of these major themes identifies in its own particular
way how the incorporation of migrants and their monies into
financial institutions and markets constitutes both the means
and the ends of development.

In essence, remittances have been incorporated within an
increasingly financialized development discourse and prac-
tice along three lines: reducing the cost of remittance-transfer
services; promoting the democratization of financial products
and services; and linking remittances to “innovative sources of

development finance.” In the first of these areas, development
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agencies focus on the cost of remittance-transfer services and
suggest that these could be reduced through further market
competition in the transfer-services industry. This part of the
agenda is imagined to contribute to development by reducing
costs to remitters and leaving more money in the pockets of
migrants and their family members.

The second theme has been to encourage the use of formal
financial institutions as a means to bring remitters and the recip-
ients of remittances into the financial mainstream and usher in a
new epoch characterized by financial democracy and economic
citizenship. Here development would derive from grant-
ing migrants and their family members access to financial ser-
vices, which would help activate their entrepreneurial energies;
development would also be propelled by further capitalizing
the banking sector in migrant-sending regions, as these finan-
cial intermediaries would then efficiently distribute these new
monies to capital-hungry firms and entrepreneurs whose activi-
ties would create jobs and opportunities and, in the process, help
bring an end to outmigration.

The third and final theme has focused on leveraging remit-
tances through innovative financing mechanisms such as
remittance-securitization schemes. These innovative finan-
cial instruments, according to their promoters, promise to
offer government and private-sector entities in remittances-
recelving countries access to financing on more favorable
terms in global capital markets. In these discussions it seems
that access to global capital markets itself is an indicator of
development.

In what follows I examine these three lines of action, empha-

sizing the concrete governmental work carried out by policy
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experts and entrepreneurs within the development agencies
as they attempted to reshape reality to conform to their

market-centric discourse.

THE GOVERNMENTAL WORK OF MARKET-BASED
SOLUTIONS: REDUCING TRANSFER COST

Shortly after the MIF remittances program began its work,
it released what would become a recurring report, entitled
“Sending Money Home” (MIF, 2003). This report—subtitled
“An International Comparison of Remittance Markets™—
documented the costs associated with remittance transfers to
the Latin American and Caribbean (LAC) region, demonstrat-
ing that these were significantly higher than in any other region
of the world. Aggregate costs paid by migrants to send their
remittances to the LAC region reached some $4 billion in 2002,
or a little over 12 percent of the $32 billion sent to the region that
year. The MIF report noted that this 12-percent cost was around
5o percent higher than the costs associated with sending monies
to other “major recipient countries” (MIF, 2003: 6).
Demonstrating concern over these high costs, one of the MIF
program’s primary objectives since the founding of its project
cluster in 2001 was to “reduce the cost and facilitate the trans-
mission of remittances” (MIF, 200t 5). By 2004 this had become
one of the program’s two principal goals, which were laid out
in a “Statement on Remittances” presented during its “Remit-
tances as a Development Tool” regional conference in Lima,
Peru, in March of that year. With that statement, the program
committed itself to: (1) reducing the cost of remittance trans-

fers to the LAC region by 5o percent within the following five
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years; and (2) increasing to so percent the proportion of remit-
tance recipients receiving their monies through formal financial
institutions (MIF, 2004: 2).

During the interview I conducted with the former manager of
the MIF, Donald Terry, he described to me the different elements
of the MIF program’s work on remittances over the last decade.
We had the following interaction about the goal of cost reduction:

Donald Terry (DT): The second obvious [issue] was to help lower
transaction costs. And, you know, we didn’t have to do all that
much other than to make it clear that there were billions and bil-
lions and billions of dollars being sent . . .

MB: Because as soon as you did that you ... encouraged compe-
tition in the industry .. .?

DT Yeah, competition doesn’t always work, but in this case it
did. ... It was, “Oh, my God, there’s billions of dollars. We should
get a piece of that”

(Interview with Donald Terry, April 26, 2009)

Terry is asserting here that there have been significant
reductions in the cost of remittance-transfer services in recent
years and that these reductions have been the result of mar-
ket forces; in essence he is arguing that, seeing significant
profit-making potential, additional market actors entered the
remittances-transfer industry and that the entry of these addi-
tional firms led to increased competition and, ultimately, price
reductions for consumers. This representation is only a par-
tial accounting of the factors that went into price reductions in
recent years. Most important for our purposes, Terry’s asser-
tion that the MIF “didn’t have to do all that much” to contrib-
ute to the reduction in transfer costs conceals the significant
work that the program and its allies put into developing a par-
ticular understanding of the remittances-transfer industry, its
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limitations, and the options they identified for improving the
industry and market conditions.

During an earlier interview with another MIF staffer I was
told that the program had engaged in a variety of practices to
ensure reductions in transfer fees and costs. This staffer sug-
gested that the MIF program “put a lot of work into” its attempts
to lower transfer costs, in large part because of the belief that
the leading transfer companies were making unreasonable profits
from these services. As he described it, the major transfer compa-
nies were charging fees that constituted 25 percent of a transac-
tion. Within the MIF program they found this cost structure to
be “outrageous,” and they attempted to muddy the reputation of
some of the major players in the industry, naming and shaming
them for the “frothy profit” they were extracting from migrant
remitters (Interview with MIF staffer, 2009).

These MIF program efforts at naming and shaming were
among larger moves during the late 1990s and early 2000s aimed
at tarnishing the reputations and forcing changes in the busi-
ness practices of the major money-transfer companies. In those
years, these nonbank financial-services firms were repeatedly
sued over their fee structures and advertising practices. One
high-profile lawsuit was a class-action case brought on behalf
of Mexican migrant remitters that accused Western Union,
Orlandi Valuta, and MoneyGram of engaging in fraudulent
practices because their advertisements, which would regularly
make claims like “Send $300 to Mexico for $15,™ did not alert
their potential customers that the companies would also profit
from the exchange-rate spread—the difference in the price the
companies paid for Mexican pesos and the exchange rate they
offered their customers when converting dollars into pesos for
distribution in Mexico. This class-action suit was settled before
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judgment, with the companies offering, among other things, to
provide nearly $400 million in coupons to their previous cus-
tomers and committing themselves to inform customers in
future advertisements of the existence of the exchange-rate
spread. A federal appeals court would later deny a challenge to
the adequacy of this settlement and, in the process, offer some
valuable ammunition to the transfer-service providers as they
defended themselves from the extensive naming-and-shaming
campaigns to which they were being subjected. In its decision,
the appeals court suggested that the money-transfer business

was really no different from any other type of retail activity:

This settlement is more in the nature of a PR gesture, coupled with
the goal of freedom from a drumbeat of litigation (similar suits
have been filed in many state and federal courts across the nation),
than an exchange of money (or coupons) for the release of valuable
legal rights. No state or federal law requires either currency
exchanges or wire-transfer firms to disclose the interbank rate at
which they buy specie, as opposed to the retail rate at which they
sell currency (and the retail price is invariably disclosed). That is
why plaintiffs have been driven to make generic fraud claims. But
since when is failure to disclose the precise difference between
wholesale and retail prices for any commodity “fraud”?

Money is just a commodity in an international market. [Citation
omitted.] Pesos are for sale—at one price for those who buy in bulk
(parcels of $5 million or more) and at another, higher price for
those who buy at retail and must compensate the middlemen for
the expense of holding an inventory, providing retail outlets, keep-
ing records, ensuring the recipient is the one designated by the
sender, and so on. Neiman Marcus does not tell customers what it
paid for the clothes they buy, nor need an auto dealer reveal rebates
and incentives it receives to sell cars. This is true in financial mar-
kets no less than markets for physical goods. The customer of a
bank’s foreign-exchange section (or an airport’s currency kiosk) is
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quoted a retail rate, not a wholesale rate, and must turn to the
newspapers or the Internet to determine how much the bank has
marked up its Swiss Francs or Indian Rupees.

(In the Matter of Mexico Money Transfer Litigation, 267 F3d 743)

This judicial support for the transfer firms’ practices of wring-
ing concealed profits from the exchange-rate spread made clear
that the strategy of legally challenging the pricing practices of the
major players in the remittances industry was unlikely to pros-
per. This resolution, and the suggestion that money “is just a
commodity in an international market,” also served to take the
bite out of the naming-and-shaming campaigns portraying the
industry’s practices as unethical and potentially unlawful. The
remittances-to-development advocates were forced to accept that
legal and reputational challenges to the industry’s leading firms
would likely not be effective at bringing price reductions.

In subsequent years, the efforts of the MIF program staffers
and their allies went well beyond these public attempts to smear
the reputation of the large transfer companies. And indeed,
as Donald Terry suggested in the quote above, the issue of
increased competition would become central to the strategy and
ultimate success in efforts to reduce costs. But, contrary to Ter-
ry’s suggestions, that competition did not spontaneously occur
as a result of market forces, with new firms reacting to market
signals, entering the profitable industry, and driving down costs
to migrant remitters.

The suggestion that recent changes in the remittances indus-
try were solely the result of market forces and competition does,
of course, hold real allure. This suggestion encapsulates and
further extends a market-fundamentalist ideology that cham-
pions “free markets” over “intrusive” government action. The

sway of this ideological interpretation was evidenced during a
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2003 hearing in the U.S. House of Representatives’ Financial
Services Committee, entitled “Remittances: Reducing Cost,
Increasing Competition, and Broadening Access to the Market.”
In his testimony, Texas representative Jeb Hensarling referred to
a newspaper account of how banks and credit unions had begun
to compete vigorously with the traditional money-transfer com-
panies and, as a result, fees had dropped “from approximately 20
percent to as low as 4 percent in the last decade.” These devel-
opments suggested to Hensarling that market forces were sufh-
cient to bring transfer prices down to a reasonable level. He thus
concluded that “T'he end product of this increase in competition
and innovation is what is most important to consumers, more
choices at lower cost. The free market, not the government, has
brought about this result” (Hensarling, 2003: 4).

This free-market interpretation suited the MIF program
as well, as it ran in line with the agency’s overarching mission
to finance and promote private-sector development across the
LAC region. I intend to illustrate, however, that despite this
pro-market and antigovernment rhetoric, the introduction of
increased competition and the resultant reduction of transfer
fees was not the result of the hidden hand of the market. Instead,
these resulted from the concerted and sustained efforts of those
within the MIF program and allied organizations in govern-
ment and civil society whose promotion of the R-2-D agenda
brought this competitive environment into being. The govern-
mental work of these actors, whether located within a formal
governmental agency or not, worked to shape the contours of
the remittance-transfer industry and to govern the conduct of
the market entities operating within it. In the following pages
I examine three types of governmental work that went into the

construction and implementation of this market-based solution
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to the problem of high remittances-transfer costs: (1) creating
knowledge about the structure of the industry; (2) elaborating
best-practice recommendations for regulators and market enti-
ties; and (3) disseminating pricing information to consumers via
dedicated Web sites.

CREATING AND CIRCULATING KNOWLEDGE ABOUT
THE REMITTANCES-TRANSFER INDUSTRY

The MIF program and allied organizations such as the Inter-
American Dialogue and the Pew Hispanic Center have since the
early 2000s funded and/or conducted research into the structure
of the money-transfer industry, highlighting the players involved,
the transfer technologies in use, and the level and determinants
of costs to consumers. This research has also strongly emphasized
the importance of banks and credit unions entering the industry
and competing with the long-standing money-transfer operators
for a share of the market.

The research carried out by Manuel Orozco, director of the
Remittances and Development Program at the Inter-American
Dialogue, often funded by partner organizations such as the
MIF (Orozco, 2002) or the Pew Hispanic Center (Orozco,
2004), 1s indicative of this work. Orozco had begun conducting
research on remittances in the late 1990s and, after coming to the
attention of the MIF’s manager, Donald Terry, he was funded to
develop detailed research on the structure of the remittances-
transfer market. In the early 2000s, Orozco conducted a num-
ber of surveys of market entities and released reports (Orozco,
2002, 2003, 2004) that documented the evolution of the market,
highlighting the entry of new players, including a small num-
ber of banks and credit unions, and the gradual reduction of
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costs to consumers, in terms of both exchange-rate differen-
tial and direct fees. While these survey findings indicated that
fees rarely reached the “outrageous” 25-percent level that MIF
staffers had suggested was the impetus for their cost-reduction
work, these surveys showed that the cost to send $200 to Latin
America in November 2001 was $17.46, or 87 percent (Orozco,
2003: 4), and by February 2004 this had dropped to 7.6 percent
(Orozco, 2004: 15). Despite these reductions, Orozco complained
that, as an aggregate amount, “These costs represent more than
two billion dollars in payments to wire transfer businesses by
a consumer population largely composed of low-income immi-
grants” (Orozco, 2004: 16). This strategy of aggregating the total
costs incurred in sending money was a central pillar in the
development agencies’ argument about the remittances-and-
development nexus and a recurring theme in their research
reports and policy proposals for lowering transaction costs. An
MIF report co-sponsored by the Pew Hispanic Center argued
that “Reducing the cost to § percent of the amount remitted
would free up more than $1 billion next year for some of the
poorest households in the United States, Mexico and the Cen-
tral American countries covered by the Pew Hispanic Center
projections. Between now and the end of the decade, the savings
could amount to some $12 billion. It goes without saying that
such a sum could change many, many lives” (Suro et al., 2002: 4).
Donald Terry summed up the value of “billions and billions” of
aggregate savings that cost reductions could represent by tell-
ing me “that is real money, as they say” (Interview with Donald
Terry, April 26, 2009).

In identifying how to move toward still lower prices, Orozco
and other researchers (Bair, 2003; Suro and Bendixen, 2002) inev-

itably noted that prices were lowest in markets with the greatest
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number of competing firms. The market for sending remittances
from the United States to Mexico was often invoked as the prime
example of a highly competitive market that resulted in lower costs
to remitters. The following excerpt from one of Orozco’s early

reports (2002: 10) illustrates how this argument was presented:

The pri