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1 INTRODUCTION

Brazil’s border areas consist of strips of land 150 kilometers wide running parallel 
to its national boundaries (Law n. 6,634, promulgated on May 2, 1979). Rated 
as strategic regions, they are 15,719 kilometers long, marking the dividing lines 
between eleven Brazilian states and ten countries in South America, encompassing 
municipalities sharing and not sharing these borderlines (Brazil, 2005). 

Borderline towns often consist of transborder urban agglomerations (often 
called twin, peer, or bi-national towns, among others), meaning towns with unin-
terrupted settled areas, extending from one side of the border to the other, where 
it is possible to observe “not only entwining of the urban characteristics of both 
towns; but also, there is an intermingling of the history and lives of their peoples” 
(Oliveira, 2010). These towns are particularly noteworthy for bringing people 
together through family, work, or consumption relationships, as well as social and 
cultural interactions, paradoxically constituting “zones of identity uncertainty” 
(Ferrari, 2012).

These are the gateways through which crowds of people enter (and leave) 
the country, due either to changes in domicile – migrants – or in daily commutes 
to work, study or engage in other activities linked specifically to consumption, 
access to services, recreation, or even perpetrating illegal acts, such as drug traf-
ficking, smuggling, or fleeing to/from Brazil. The latter two are the most strongly 

1.The basis of this paper is a research report titled Estudos sobre políticas públicas para regiões de fronteira e metodologia 
de estudo de regiões de fronteira (Public policy studies of border regions and study methodology for border regions) 
and it presents studies on public policies and study methodology for border regions (Report 1). This report was prepared 
by the authors as part of the Mercosur and Border Regions Project, Networked Research Platform, Institute for Applied 
Economic Research (Ipea), November 2013.
2. PhD in geography, Ipea/PNPD grant-holder; INCT/Conselho Nacional de Desenvolvimento Científico e Tecnológico 
(CNPq) researcher – Metropolis Observatory.
3. Sociologist, coordinator for the Paraná State Economic and Social Development Institute (Ipardes) of the Research 
Project entitled Estudos sobre políticas públicas para regiões de fronteira e metodologia de estudo de regiões de 
fronteira, Networked Research Platform, Ipea. 
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associated with transborder status, overshadowing the daily lives of law-abiding 
Brazilians and migrants. 

These daily transnational commuters4 are the people addressed by this analysis, 
which focuses on transborder mobility and is grounded on information related 
to international migration and travel to/from Brazil and abroad in order to work 
and/or study in towns other than their places of domicile.5 

2 BORDERS AND MOBILITY 

Borders establish relationships among nation states, separated by physical or ab-
stract boundaries, together with the everyday connections built up through daily 
experiences arising from the expansion of settlements and the dynamics of their 
economies. Whether real or theoretical, these historically institutionalized lines 
fade away under the interactions that underpin the actual shaping of these areas. 

Although frequently fenced off by a wide variety of immigration and emigra-
tion control, borders and boundaries reflect and foster inter-relational dynamics 
and inter-dependencies that extend beyond formality, in actions that can overstep 
barriers to the existence of these dynamics and dependencies, in ways that may 
be legal or not. For Machado (1998, p. 1), while “the juridical boundary of the 
territory is an abstraction, generated and sustained through institutional actions 
intended to ensure effective control of the territorial State, thus constituting a tool 
of separation between sovereign political units; the border is a place of commu-
nications and exchanges.” Boundaries and border controls are triggered by sets of 
circumstances, like a switch that allows or forbids (Raffestin, 1986). 

Consequently, borders mean separation, demarcation and even obstacles; 
they rarely indicate encounters, meetings, mutual enrichment and friendship 
(Rochefort, 2002). Their importance as a subject for study is due not only to 
economic or political bias, but from another standpoint: “that of constituting a 
region for privileged interactions that does not acknowledge relationships among 
its peoples” (Ferrari, 2012). 

Instead of obstacles, borders should rather be zones of contact, places of 
competition and complementary qualities, areas for administering interactive 
situations. According to Oliveira (2009, p. 4), “border status imposes mobility on 
people in any social class at different levels of intensity, legitimizing the mechanisms 
of complementarity.” Thus, border areas may serve as drivers for development, 

4. Translator’s note: in this paper, “commuters” refers to travel for work or study.
5. Information provided by the Brazilian Institute for Geography and Statistics (IBGE, 2010), among other data and 
references.
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transition zones, places of contact and networking, “with special liveliness and 
their own dynamism.” 

The Eclac Report (2012) states that networks built up between origins and 
destinations through historical and cultural links among peoples of different origins 
are a striking and persistent trait among the more mobile borders of Latin America. 
But the report also notes that, as a result, they are also places where interactions may 
be limited, due to a wide variety of factors that trigger and replicate disputes. They 
are consequently areas where specific problems and vulnerabilities are observed: 

But beyond the distinguishing characteristic of having been born on one side or the 
other of a national boundary, border areas pre-date the establishment of national 
States and the latest demarcation of their political territories. They are also shaped 
by the stable cement of family networks on each side of the border, resulting from 
steady streams of two-way traffic over the years (Eclac, 2012, p. 91). 

Twin cities bridging national borders that are engaged in supplementary 
urban functions and economic activities may give rise to bi- or even tri-national 
structures, with interconnected production activities and territorial transformations 
(Ciccolella, 1997; Oliveira et al., 1999; Chiarella, 2012). However, even in areas 
settled as a single unit, border tensions may still prevail, many of them extending 
back into history, in addition to – even more importantly – asymmetry between 
the sides, with significant inequality. This underscores the vital role played by the 
State in the formulation and implementation of integration policies that take into 
account the specific characteristics of the mobility of the economies and popula-
tions in these areas, with these policies viewing “spatial displacement as part of the 
social mobility and survival strategies of the population” (Martine, 2005, p. 3). 

A reflection of inequalities among countries as well as economic and social 
shifts among them, international migrants run up against barriers at borders, 
which are nevertheless open to flows of capitals and goods. Even considering the 
advantages and benefits of migration, labor market needs are circumstantial, and 
immigrants are always viewed as “temporary” (Sayad, 1998). 

Failure to update migration policies and a lack of clarity in State actions re-
sults in large numbers of illegal migrants with no documentation. This also allows 
international mobility to be a conduit for trafficking in human beings, intimidation 
and persecution, particularly when those involved are refugees, displaced persons, 
or other categories of the excluded due to economic or political reasons, natural 
catastrophes or war, all of which are found in strips of land along Brazil’s borders. 
Ineffective government actions and failure to view migratory movements as a social 
issue, subject these people in movement to others who frequently strip them of 
their human rights, turning them into stateless people.
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While international treaties urge integration policies that are still far from 
becoming a reality (Diniz, 2014), interaction enables an everyday experience and 
links border peoples, without ensuring economic or cultural convergence among 
them. These interactions are fueled by differences between countries, and may be 
viewed as cyclical, increasing as differences become more marked. 

Examining this ongoing cross-border interaction, Alegria (2009) wondered 
whether these daily experiences built up among peoples, cultures and religions in 
their everyday routines, made even more complex by their intensive mobility, are 
creating a new culture, a possibility of transborder citizenship, or whether they 
are simply blurring differences and bridging gaps, forming a vivid mosaic overlaid 
by a separate layer that is not the outcome of interaction, and far less integration, 
but rather blends aspects of the diversity found in these areas, as a result of the 
relationships established through the quest for alternative ways of surmounting 
stumbling-blocks that hamper daily survival. Alegria (2009, p. 358) proposes that 
there are physical and urbanistic influences on both sides of the border, as well 
as values and identities. “Interaction carries influence so that one side of the border 
resembles the other, with regional identities flourishing in transborder areas.” However, 
these influences and identities are not tied or even exclusive to a single place, but 
also appear in other towns and places. 

Hiernaux-Nicolas (2006, p. 164) asked whether mobility, at this time of swift 
changes in time and space, alters the way in which identities are constructed. In 
his view, society is moving towards, at one extreme, the “transformation of tradi-
tional identities into mobile identities”, and at the other, he questions if “identities 
are starting to disappear due to mobility”. Taking commutes to and from work as a 
reference, this also shows that the imaginary link to a place of origin and a pos-
sible return that permeates studies of migrations, loses its meaning, faced by the 
rising penetration of communication technology use in the transnational lives 
of migrants. Its strengthening links with their places of origin, even over long 
distances, while at the same time transforming migrants into “tourists” in their 
places of origin, with attitudes of “nostalgia, missing what was left behind”. He 
closes with a key question: Does this really consist of the construction of mobile 
identities or mobility without identity (and the quest to find it)? 

In border areas, this is a question that addresses diverse identities in move-
ment that are being reinvented as new transborder identities.



Transborder Mobility: between the diverse and the ephemeral  | 201

3 INTERNATIONAL MIGRANT MOVEMENTS 

Brazil’s 2010 Demographic Census showed that 491,645 emigrants left Brazil 
for destinations in 193 countries all over the world.6 Most of these emigrants 
consisted of women (53.8%) with the main age bracket between 20 and 34 years 
old (60%). There were 268,295 immigrants registered, with returning Brazilians, 
accounting for 65.7% (176,200 people); 29% were foreigners and 5.4% were 
naturalized Brazilians. 

The international financial crisis and the positive performance of the Brazil-
ian economy were major magnets attracting foreign immigrants to Brazil, whose 
numbers rose during the last inter-census period, also influencing the return of 
Brazilians living abroad. Additionally, migration from the Latin American coun-
tries also increased, continuing the process that had become more intensive in the 
1990s, which Baeninger (2000) stressed was underpinned by transborder travel to 
metropolitan areas (particularly Bolivians and Peruvians) as well, as from countries 
not sharing a common border with Brazil, such as Chile. 

In 2010, the distribution of international immigrants in Brazilian municipali-
ties reached 12.5% in border areas; 21.2% for municipalities not in border areas, 
but in states with international borders; and 66.3% for other Brazilian munici-
palities. In transborder urban agglomerations, foreigners predominated (50.5%) 
the total number of immigrants. Among other municipalities on borderlines and 
strips, the distribution was close to the proportions for Brazil as a whole, with 
more than 60% Brazilian-born. 

When mapping Brazilian municipalities by the proportion of international 
emigrants and immigrants in their populations in 2010 (figure 1), it was noted 
that: i) only twelve municipalities posted more than 1% of emigrants in their 
populations, that together these make up 29.5% or 145,000 international emi-
grants; other municipalities, many of them located in border areas, posted between 
0.01% and 0.10% of emigrants in their populations; ii) for immigrants, only eleven 
municipalities posted more than 1%, for a total of 34.5% of total immigrants, or 
92,600; Foz do Iguaçu is the only border town with this level of immigration (more 
than 1% of the total population), while most municipalities forming transborder 
urban agglomerations (or twin cities, according to Brasil, 2005) posted figures of 
between 0.10% and 1%. 

6. International emigration data refer to the universe addressed by the 2010 Demographic Census; international  
immigration is based on a set date (place of residence on July 7, 2005). A more detailed analysis of this information 
may be found in Cardoso, Moura and Cintra (2012).
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FIGURE 1
Distribution of international immigrants and emigrants in Brazilian towns – Brazil 2010 

Source: IBGE (2010); Brasil (2005).
Prepared by: Ipardes.

Foz do Iguaçu is also the only municipality in a transborder urban ag-
glomeration with more than 0.5% foreign immigrants in its population, with 
these immigrants accounting for 36.9% of total inflows. Other municipalities 
in transborder urban agglomerations with more than 0.10% foreigners in their 
population account internally for more than 50% of total inflows of foreign im-
migrants. Particularly noteworthy among them are Tabatinga (93.9% of incoming 
foreign immigrants), Chuí (87.5%), Sant’Ana do Livramento (71.9%), Ponta Porã 
(60.5%) and Manaus (70.4%). 

The group of municipalities where emigration topped 0.10% was rated as 
extremely important because of these high migratory volumes. The main destina-
tions for this group were analyzed and mapped, with those in South America being 
particularly noteworthy in this analysis. Among the total number of emigrants, 
51.4% were going to countries in Europe, 26.4% to countries in North America, 
8.9% to countries in Africa and 7.9% to countries in South America. The main 
destinations in South America are Argentina (22.2%), Bolivia (20.4%) and  
Paraguay (12.7%) – table 1. 
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TABLE 1
Destination of emigrants and origin of immigrants for the South American countries 
and their shares - Brazil (2010)

Destinations Emigrants Total emigrants (%) Immigrants Total immigrants (%)

Argentina 8,631 22.19 8,084 11.93

Bolivia 7,919 20.36 15,651 23.09

Paraguay 4,926 12.67 24,610 36.31

French Guiana 3,822 9.83 1,072 1.58

Colombia 3,255 4.80

Suriname 3,416 8.78 572 0.84

Chile 2,533 6.51 2,674 3.95

Venezuela 2,297 5.91 1,892 2.79

Uruguay 1,703 4.38 4,326 6.38

Peru 4,224 6.23

Other countries in South America 3,643 9.37 1,415 2.08

South America 38,890 100 67,775 100

Source: IBGE – Demographic Census (emigrants: data for universe; immigrants: set date (place of residence on July 31, 2005).
Prepared by: Ipardes.

Emigrants to South America come from larger towns and cities, to a greater 
extent. Among the few border towns contributing to these figures, Foz do Iguaçu 
is particularly noteworthy, with significant participation also from state capitals 
in Northern Brazil, such as Boa Vista, Rio Branco and Macapá. In terms of 
proportions, in 239 municipalities more than 75% of the total number of emi-
grants are headed for South American countries; they account for 11.7% of the 
total number of emigrants travelling to countries in South America, with Boa 
Vista being particularly noteworthy (972 people, 82.5% travelling to countries 
in South America). Many are small towns in states with international borders, 
characterized by low-volume flows (figure 2). In states with international bor-
ders, the main destinations are neighboring countries, which suggests emigration 
through contacts and transfers, possibly consisting, at least partially, of foreigners 
returning to their homelands. 
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FIGURE 2
Main emigration and immigration flows to/from countries in South America – Brazil (2010) 

Source: IBGE (2010).
Prepared by: Ipardes.

For immigration to Brazil, the main places of origin were Europe (29.7%) 
and Latin America (27.1%). Predominant among contributor countries were the 
United States (52,100 immigrants/19.4% of the total), Japan (41,000/15.3%) 
and Portugal (21,600/8.1%), in addition to Paraguay (24,600/9.2%) and Bolivia 
(15,600/5.8%). 

Together, Paraguay and Bolivia accounted for 59.4% of flows in South 
America (see table 1 and figure 2); Argentina contributed 11.9%; and among the 
other countries, Chile – although not sharing a common border with Brazil – was 
particularly noteworthy at 4%. The map showing the main flows for municipalities 
with more than 0.10% of the total number of immigrants reproduces the behavior 
of emigration, with evident mobility among neighboring countries. 

The 925 municipalities with immigrants from South America posted total 
inflows of 67,775 people, of which 36% were in municipalities where South 
Americans topped 75% of the total number of immigrants. Similar to interna-
tional emigrants, immigrants from South America also accounted for the largest 
proportion of the total number of immigrants in border towns. 

The figures consequently allow a different pattern to be distinguished for 
the profile of migrants in transborder urban agglomerations and border areas, 
where the presence of Latin Americans is more marked, particularly from neigh-
boring countries. In these parts of Brazil, rather than a change in domicile, there 
is travel within reasonable distances of places of origin, indicating the possibility 
that contacts are not broken, with personal links of identity maintained through 
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regular exchanges. This is similar to moving to a new house in a different district 
but in the same town, when occurring in transborder urban agglomerations, or 
for properties in large rural tracts of land in border areas.

Looking beyond the figures, it must be recalled that there is an estimated 
contingent of some 20% of illegal migrants, many of them undocumented, who 
avoid census agents, fearful of reprisals (Milesi and Andrade, undated). There 
are also significant and rising numbers of refugees in Brazil, with Colombians 
particularly noteworthy among the South Americans, accounting for 14.2% of 
the estimated number of refugees in Brazil in 2009, according to information 
from the National Committee for Refugees (Conare). At the moment, there is 
a steadily increasing stream of Haitian refugees entering Brazil through Acre, 
following a tortuous route through South America in their quest for decent 
living conditions.

Each region offers specific characteristics that attract, retain or repel flows 
of migrants or commuters. For example, Amazonia State, with its many common 
borders is currently suffering from the effects of opening up this region to major 
foreign corporations eager to explore and exploit its resources, as well as steadily 
advancing transnational highways, among other major projects that mobilize 
large workforces.

Aragon (2014) distinguishes specific characteristics for flows in different 
parts of this region, triggered by local economic and political processes. Among 
the Andean nations, international migration is spurred by oil extraction activities, 
huge concessions awarded to multinational corporations, agribusiness and wildcat 
mining operations, in addition to international flows of displaced persons from 
Colombia, forced out of their homes by guerilla warfare and the drug trade. Among 
the countries to the North of Brazil, wildcat (illegal) gold-mining predominates, 
particularly in in French Guiana, ranked as a European territory in the Amazon 
region.  Rodrigues (2006) emphasizes the attractiveness of Bolívar State (Venezuela),  
which is a major hub for heavy industry, while the economy of Roraima State 
(Brazil) – which shares an international border – is based on an incipient primary 
sector. He also underscores the presence of human trafficking along this border, as 
Venezuela is a gateway through which women and girls are shipped out to other 
centers, such as the Dominican Republic and Europe. 

In Brazilian Amazonia, some immigrants originate in Paraguay and other 
countries sharing common borders with Brazil. Migrants from Peru tend to settle 
mainly in towns along the border and larger urban centers in this region, working 
as street peddlers and perhaps eventually opening small businesses (Aragon, 2014; 
Rodrigues, 2006). Bolivians settle almost exclusively in the border towns of Acre, 
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Rondônia and Mato Grosso States;7 the Colombians opt for transborder urban ag-
glomeration such as Tabatinga, Letícia (Colombia) and Santa Rosa (Peru), Manaus, 
and São Gabriel da Cachoeira, which is right on the border; immigrants from 
Venezuela and Guiana settle mainly in Roraima State; while those from Suriname 
and French Guiana opt for Pará and Amapá States. Migrants from Paraguay prefer 
municipalities in Mato Grosso and Rondônia States with large rural populations. 

The same close-knit movements are found along Brazil’s southern borders, 
with significant exchanges between Paraguay and Paraná/Mato Grosso do Sul 
States, as well as large numbers of Argentinians and Uruguayans in Rio Grande 
do Sul State (see figure 2), with the opposite also occurring. 

Aragon (2014, p. 11) stresses that several indigenous groups are also encom-
passed by this frequent mobility, particularly when national borders cut through 
their tribal lands, “travelling back and forth, regardless of these borders. Others 
may change countries permanently, but their indigenous rights are not respected 
when they arrive in Brazil, where they are simply considered foreigners.” 

4  COMMUTER FLOWS, EVERYDAY INTERACTIONS AND TEMPORARY/
PASSENGER FLOWS 

Flows of people working or studying in foreign countries are also significant. Viewed 
as commuters, they are not considered as migrants, as no change in domicile is 
involved. They are also not limited to daily flows, as they include longer trips 
between departure and return dates. Unfortunately, for international movements, 
Brazil’s Demographic Census records only outflows from Brazilian municipalities.

Data drawn from Brazil’s 2010 census indicates that 34,975 people commuted 
from Brazilian municipalities in order to work outside the country; 34,335 left to 
study; 741 were engaged in both activities abroad. Others commuted to study in 
Brazilian municipalities, while working outside the country. Added together, all 
these trips abroad result in 72,302 people involved in these movements.

These flows originate in major urban hubs, with 14.85% leaving São Paulo, 
and only ten other municipalities with over 1% of the total figures. These eleven 
municipalities account for 45% of commutes abroad, with 18.9 percentage points 
consisting of border towns. In particular, Foz do Iguaçu (9.10%), Sant’Ana do 
Livramento (3.84%), Ponta Porã (2.91%), Chuí (1.75%) and Tabatinga (1.3%), 
present mobility patterns that are similar to migrations in municipalities encom-
passed by transborder urban agglomerations (figure 3). 

7. Analyzing transborder migrations between Bolivia (Tarija and Potosi regions) and Argentina (Salta and Jujuy regions), 
the Eclac Report (2012) describes a process that dates back to pre-Colombian times, limited to this transborder region. 
More recently, this process has been accompanied by another path, covering greater distances towards the Argentine 
capital. Both processes occur similarly in Brazil. 
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FIGURE 3
Outbound commuter trips for study and/or work abroad – Brazil (2010) 

Source: IBGE (2010); Brasil (2005).
Prepared by: Ipardes.

Similar to the findings of analyses of migratory movements, these commutes 
reflect significant flows throughout border areas and along borderlines, in terms 
of the numbers of people as well as their proportion of total flow volumes. It is 
important to stress that there is no similar data available from neighboring coun-
tries. If inflows of people working and/or studying in Brazil were included, the 
number of people in transit would be considerably higher.

There are several examples of workers commuting each day between border 
towns, many of them undocumented, with no citizen’s rights or job guarantees. 
Based on an analysis of the Mato Grosso do Sul State border, Oliveira (2010) 



City and Movement: mobilities and interactions in urban development208 | 

demonstrated the existence of actions shared by Brazilians, Bolivians and Paraguay-
ans, encouraging the use of labor on both sides, allowing services to be rendered 
more intensively.

Oliveira (2006) stresses that these flows, among others, constitute people 
interacting in specific regions in order to perform essential activities, which require 
the definition of labor and mobility policies, in addition to other steps to ensure 
free transit. At the common border between Brazil, Colombia and Peru, he men-
tions a situation that is also found in other locations: “the triple border serves as 
a place of residence and also as an inbound and outbound gateway in all three 
directions. Although very close, each country has its own specific contexts in the 
social, political and economic sectors that are determining factors in migration 
itineraries,” consequently steering commutes for local populations.

If better transportation and communication conditions facilitate transbor-
der mobility of people and goods, they also facilitate immaterial and symbolic 
exchanges through which “cultures and identities transcend their places of origin, 
merging into hybrids to the extent that it is increasingly harder to pinpoint their 
roots” (Rodrigues, 2006, p. 197). At the same time, local identity benchmarks are 
core factors in everyday interactions. As noted by Chiarella (2012, p. 13), in the 
transborder complex that encompasses Assis Brasil, Iñapari (Peru) and Bolpebra 
(Bolivia),8 it is possible to distinguish Bolivian, Peruvian and Brazilian inhabitants 
from “border Bolivians”, “border Peruvians” and “border Brazilians”. 

This statement shows that state images are unable to dilute local references. States 
draw borderlines on maps, but this does not mean that such demarcations are really 
effective for the peoples who live there. Apparently immutable borders are in practice 
questioned by the populations who share these boundaries.

For Brazil’s border with Paraguay, the possibility has even been raised of 
establishing a “Braziguayan area”, highlighted by Sprandel (2006, p. 144) in the 
thesis of Souchard (2001),9 meaning “a place that is not completely Paraguayan, 
nor just a westward extension of the heartlands of Brazil, but rather a region of 
contact among local, national, micro-regional and even global territorial structures.” 

Another type of mobility – visitors to transborder urban agglomerations – 
interferes in the everyday relationships and administration of these areas. Tourist 
attractions, shops and businesses in general underpin intermittent stays by floating 
populations that sometimes outstrip the number of residents in these agglomerations.

8. It is worthwhile noting that the name of this municipality is made up of the initial syllables of the countries forming 
the triple border: BolPeBra – Bolivia, Peru and Brazil. 
9. SOUCHARD, S. La formation d’un espace brésiguayen dans l’Est du Paraguay. Migrations pionnières brésiliennes 
et organizations socio-spatiales dans l’Oriente du Paraguay. Potiers, 2001. Thesis (PhD in Geography) – Université de 
Poitiers, In: OLIVEIRA (2006).
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In the largest transborder urban agglomeration encompassing a Brazilian 
town (Foz do Iguaçu, together with Ciudad del Este in Paraguay and Puerto 
Iguazú in Argentina), the presence of iconic attractions such as the Iguassu Falls 
and the Itaipu hydropower complex, along with transborder trade, makes this area 
a major international travel destination, fuelling disputes over the administration 
of this region. Ongoing difficulties caused by the complexity of a local government 
submissive to specific dynamics shaped by the international nature of this region 
are exacerbated by this large floating population, whose demands are rated as top 
priority, nudging the basic needs of permanent residents into the background. 

Kleinke et al. (1997) use the metaphor of “paradise of others”, stressing that 
the benefits of adopting this recurrent priority are detrimental to local communities. 
They also admit that the internal mobility of people living in these agglomera-
tions pursuing opportunities arising alternately on either side of the border creates 
“ephemeral Edens.” They thus describe an Eden as being “for people living in 
the complex who can grasp territorially mutant opportunities, and a paradise for 
others living outside the complex who, although often causing negative impacts, 
nevertheless generate jobs and income through tourism, shopping and business”. 
(Kleinke et al., 1997, p. 162) 

In this context, responsibilities are diluted and border peoples are deprived 
of core rights. This results in areas open to symbolic constructions that almost 
always emerge from the juxtaposition of diversity and dispute. Once again taking 
as an example the transborder urban agglomeration consisting of Foz do Iguaçu, 
Ciudad del Este and Puerto Iguazú, mentioned by Montenegro and Béliveau 
(2006), after 2001 it became a metaphor for grey zones and places under the 
unforeseeable threat of “global terrorism.” Among other reasons, the presence of a 
sizable Arab population10 (the second-largest in Brazil) made it a target for articles 
in the domestic and international press, where it was portrayed as a transnational 
area subject only to the loosest of state controls. 

5 A PLACE WHERE POLICIES ARE ABSENT 

An analysis of the data confirms a dimension of transborder mobility between Brazil 
and the other countries in South America, underpinned by migratory flows and 
commutes, among other movements. This dimension requires the conceptualiza-
tion and implementation of appropriate policies, tailored to the specific needs of 
these regions, particularly in terms of migration, mobility, work, education, culture, 
citizens’ rights and citizenship. Migratory movements recorded in border areas 
encompass large numbers of people and municipalities, reflecting an unceasing 

10. Among immigrants from Arab League countries in 2010, 27.02% went to São Paulo, with Foz do Iguaçu absorbing 
22.52%, mainly Lebanese, followed by Syrians.
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quest among countries sharing common borders and suggesting that interactions 
are occurring among their peoples. Commutes repeat these heavy flows in border 
areas, which are even more intense in transborder urban hubs, confirming interactive  
links between peoples. Undertaken mainly for work and study purposes, these 
trips spur consumption and demand, with greater access to urban facilities, paving 
the way for cultural exchanges while exploring different values and customs. In 
extreme cases, this also indicates a quest for rights that becomes blurred on both 
sides of the border, rights that are often not attained due to inadequate policies.

This ceaseless mobility turns border areas into unbroken spaces that result 
from the survival strategies and everyday interactions of their peoples, fragmented 
and lacking practices and policies of integration. These lengthy strips of land, 
unstable and apparently similar, are built up through a patchwork of differences, 
blending traits that reflect the diversity of these peoples and giving rise to a hybrid 
culture with fleeting, mobile identities that are neither dissimilar nor recurring, 
but are rather reinvented.

Omnipresent along their inner edges, national borders are theoretical lines 
that hamper the daily routines of local residents, turning these regions in two zones 
of uncertainty for many of them. These zones are also shaped by asymmetries 
between countries with different characteristics and interests, generally failing to 
consider the specific characteristics and needs of the daily lives of their peoples.

Major problems arise from the absence of policies tailored to the presence 
of populations in movement. Temporary, provisional and foreign even in their 
homelands, these populations are thus vulnerable to material manipulations in 
their collective minds. An Eclac Report (2012) acknowledges the scattered nature of 
policies addressing migrant populations, hindering the full enjoyment of their rights. 
This is exacerbated by distances between border areas and decision-making hubs, 
as rising crime exposes migrants to greater risks, leaving them more vulnerable to 
human trafficking, the sex trade, violence against women and forced displacement. 

The legal instruments of international law have gradually acknowledged the problem 
of migration, at the same time as national legislations have been steadily adapting 
to national standards, although at different paces and depths. (…) Nevertheless, 
the main stumbling-block is a lack of coordination with local governments, under-
mined by the traditional weakness of the state in this type of region. (…) Faced by 
the absence of public policies, civil society organizations often constitute the only 
welfare network on which migrants can rely, which has given them much legitimacy 
and qualifies them to represent these this population to the authorities, serving as 
its spokespersons and claiming its rights (Eclac, 2012, p. 94) 

However, delegating these responsibilities to civil society organizations also 
leaves these people vulnerable to conflicts of scale, fragmenting state or federal 
actions and leading to inconsistent dialogues between countries, agents and the 
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people in charge of integration practices and policies, thus undermining the 
feasibility of a shared agenda for solving problems and ensuring access to rights. 

As no-man’s lands, transborder areas are fuelled by (dis)advantages for their 
travelers, under a dialectic of ambiguities, of ends and beginnings, legal and illegal, 
that is expressed in a single transitory place where belonging exists and does not 
exist. The border peoples belong to this place, and they are the most legitimate 
spokespersons to discuss key aspects of their needs and their inter-cultural char-
acteristics, dealing with conflicts of scale when making decisions, eliminating the 
lines that separate them and effectively turning these divided regions into a single 
area that is well-equipped to develop into a transborder territory. 

The public policy agenda must give top priority to addressing constraints on 
mobility and difficulties that hamper the materialization of a unique social and 
economic region. Policies must be drawn up that ensure free transit, employment 
and assistance with work; migration policies must give consideration to the specific 
characteristics of cultural groups and their income conditions, thereby removing 
communities from the hands of non-official labor supply networks that function 
through violence, silence and fear of reprisals; policies should ensure personal 
documentation with unique identification numbers for people and vehicles in 
border areas; and international agreements on specific cooperation projects should 
extend opportunities for legal immigration and settlement in Brazil. 

The importance and presence of the state must be reinforced, in an effective 
and strategic way, in order to sweep away the idea of a mosaic wall of neighboring 
pieces of independent countries. Policies must be drawn up that transpose borders 
and boundaries, accepting the diversity and multicultural realities of these regions, 
open not only to flows that bring people and places closer together, but also ensur-
ing that inclusion occurs in the same dynamic, with undeniable access to rights 
and the deployment of extended citizenship. Through this interpretation, and 
related to migration and mobility policies, regional and economic development 
and integration policies are also vital.

From the academic standpoint, there is the challenge of understanding the 
border as a new theoretical category, producing national data that is compat-
ible and comparable among countries; addressing migration and commuting is 
a complex system that is not limited to just migrants, their countries of origin 
and their destinations, or factors that attract and repel them, but instead requires 
multidimensional construal. Profiles must be defined, together with reasons for 
travel, in addition to the types of common and complementary activities among 
countries (social, economic, functional), social networks already in place and ma-
jor mobility routes, all of which provide input for tailoring these policies to the 
specific characteristics of transborder regions.
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Concurrent and complementary actions focused on migrant rights undertaken 
by international organizations, civil society and governments require cooperative 
links to be built up among them. A new migration act is also needed to protect 
and assuring the rights of migrants within the context of the social and cultural 
integration of Latin America, and address migration as a social issue that involves 
human rights.

To achieve this, concepts must be defined. The legal concepts of nation and 
sovereignty are already unable to encompass transborder relationships. This ne-
cessitates the acceptance of a new citizen, different from the citizen of a country; 
constructing the concept of extended citizenship, the citizenship of peoples, their 
existence in places, extending beyond the concept of nationality; ensuring the dignity 
of mobile segments of the population travelling through these regions, with little 
social clout and trapped by fear, vulnerability and the specter of undocumented 
status. In other words, the concept of national borders must be transformed, as it 
is inhospitable and merely stresses the dominant role of the nation, instead pur-
suing the utopia of Jacques Derrida (2001), who suggested that border towns be 
welcoming places and free territories that embrace their status as places of transit 
while providing supportive settlements for refugees. 
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