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ABSTRACT 
 
Migration is a phenomenon that occurs in many forms throughout the world. The term 
describes not merely the specific move of individuals from one place to another, but also 
defines a process that has become a way of life which often influences whole populations and 
their living/working environment: places where the migrants live, places where they migrate 
to, the places that they pass through and the people they interact with. 
Some migration is short-term, mostly seasonal and over a short distance. This thesis is 
concerned with short-term and short distance migration in a region in the north of Chile, 
where people ‘migrate’ on a weekly basis between the cities of Tacna and Arica in Peru and 
Chile respectively. These migrants are referred to as international commuters. The term 
commuter is used because of their weekly journey across an international border.  During the 
week the commuters work and live in Arica (Chile) and during the weekends they travel back 
to Tacna (Peru) to live with their families. 
 
For conducting this research I used the following research question 
Analysing the commuter group in the Peruvian-Chilean border region, in order to examine 
what social and economical influence their commuting has on the region and what impact the 
border has on their commuting behaviour. 
 
My research progressed in three stages. First conducting theoretical research, second field 
research in the Tacna-Arica region and third, combining literature and field research results. 
 
The bulk of the commuter flow between the two cities is comprised of about 3000 Peruvians 
who go to Arica to work because the wages in Chile are three to four times higher and 
furthermore, they are able to find work as opposed to being unemployed in Peru. Most of the 
commuters work in the domestic, construction and agricultural sector. About 60% work in the 
domestic sector, and these are all women. Construction is about 20% and the agriculture 
sector also takes about 20%. In total, 15% of the total Ariquen labourers in those three sectors 
are Peruvian. 
 
Such Migrants/Commuters to Chile enter the country on a seven days ‘tourist visa’. (They 
work without a contract and therefore they are ineligible for a longer visa.) Because of this 
tourist visa, they are officially not allowed to work. In practice they do work in Chile and 
officials in Arica allow it. It provides an opportunity for the Peruvian commuters to earn more 
and enables them to provide better financial support for their families. Frequent border 
crossing is therefore a necessity for these Peruvians and is not a major issue though they do 
have problems with the fact that they are not free to move and that they are being controlled 
every time they move and the time spent at crossing the border is a negative issue. 

 
The seven days visa is aimed at making the border region more attractive for people and 
companies but it does force the Peruvians to cross the border every seven days. Hence, this 
visa is more or less the reason for their commuter-like existence. If the visa permitted them 
longer, they would doubtless do so. The commuters do not actively take part of social life in 
Chile. Working is an every day necessity and interaction with Chileans is not only difficult, 
but the Peruvian stick together and are not interested in building up a social life in the city 
where they work. 
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PREFACE 
 
For me moving across borders has always been an attraction. Born into a mobile, much 
travelling family, I never saw borders as any limitation. But how is this in other parts of the 
world? Are we, in Europe, as free and mobile as we think if we compare it to places outside 
Europe? Such questions made me start thinking of a research in a foreign country; research in 
a country in which freedom of movement is not as taken for granted as it is in the new 
Europe.  Besides, I was eager to move abroad for a while and to do research in another 
setting, to experience new cultures, to live in another place and learn another language. 
I was especially attracted to the Peruvian-Chilean border region where a relatively rich and 
developed country, Chile, meets with one of the poorest of the Latin American continent, 
Peru. This provides an interesting setting for a human geographer to apply the theories and 
knowledge learned at the university in a real case study and to write about real people. 
As Van Houtum and Van der Velde (2000) say, “Studying border and border region issues is 
a privilege and a rewarding field of study. It touches upon some of the fundamental values 
and behaviour of human being, namely the wish to explore and exploit as well as to control 
and defend spatially organised distinctions between human beings” (Van Houtum & Van der 
Velde, 2000, pg.11). I feel privileged to contribute to this field of study and to be involved 
with new cultures and people. I also hope this thesis and research will contribute to the current 
debate of border studies and that it will shed a light on border research in underdeveloped 
regions. Hence I report on a combination of migration, border research and development 
related topics. 
My research in Tacna (Peru) and Arica (Chile), largely made possible by the University of 
Nijmegen, was a great opportunity and proved be one of the best experiences of my life. In 
this preface I would like to thank everybody who helped me. First of all I have to thank my 
friend, travel partner and classmate Annemiek Heinen. Without her the whole undertaking 
would have been a lot more difficult. I would like to refer to her thesis about the regional 
cohesion of the Tacna-Arica region. This is an excellent document to read in conjunction with 
mine in order to acquire a broader perspective of the issues in the research area. 
I also thank my supervisor Annelies Zoomers, who introduced me with Latin America and 
who, with her enthusiasm, sparked my interest in the first place. I want to thank Emily Walker 
for her lessons in Spanish and her help with the first interviews in Spanish. Without her I 
would never have so much research material. Thanks also to Raul, Rocio, Manuela, Francisco 
and all other friends in Tacna and Arica for their friendship and support, and special thanks to 
Daniel, por todo. 
Furthermore I have to thank Robert Tibbs, for his fantastic and professional correction and 
friendship, Fernando Moreno Roldán, Alvaro Gonzalez and the rest of the Ilustre 
Municipalidad de Arica, Roderigo Villaseñor, Carlos Vargas Mamani, Alvaro Zuñiga 
Benavides, Marietta Ortega, Roberto A. Herrara Riquelme, Gerald Oscar Pajuelo Ponce, 
Norma, all the Peruvian respondents and everybody else who made my research possible. 
Last but not least I would like to thank my Dutch friends and family and especially my 
brother and sister and my parents, who are always my closest allies and best helpers - in 
everything.  
 
Hopefully you, the reader, will enjoy learning about what is for most, an unknown region and 
I hope this thesis will contribute to the debate on ‘border crossing’ in our new ‘Global 
environment’.          

Erik Bijsterbosch 
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Why this research 
 
Improved mobility and communication allow people more flexibility. New transportation 
systems shrink distances and moving away from the home community doesn’t necessarily 
mean that strings with the home have to be broken. Notions of space are changing. This 
change, sometimes referred to in literature as globalisation, has initiated more and bigger 
flows of people between certain spaces. A good regional example, is the movement of about 
3000 Peruvian labour migrants between the cities Tacna and Arica, situated in Peru and Chile 
respectively. 
Here, labour migrants who move between cities are, in fact, commuters who live and work in 
Arica during the week and return to Tacna during the weekend. These commuters are 
Peruvians who use the opportunity to work in a country with higher wages. 
This thesis will give an insight view of the flow of international commuters in the Tacna-
Arica region. Why does the flow occur, how is it built up and how do commuters and 
government deal with the flow; its positive as well as its negative effects. In short, where do 
they work, where do they live, why does this phenomenon occur and what impact has the 
border on this flow and their lives?  
 
In literature on migration and commuting in Latin America, much is written about the long-
term and long-distance migrants seeking a better life and in particular, the so called ‘brain 
migration’ which occurs when someone is highly educated and is able to earn more in a 
developed country. Such educated people take their whole family with them and start a life 
somewhere else. For example, migration within Latin America that takes place toward 
countries like Chile and Brazil and Argentina; countries that are better developed than their 
regional counterparts. Long-term internal migration within Chile results in a flow of educated 
people towards the economic centre, - Santiago and its surroundings.  
The other flow of people that enter Chile is the group of short-term migrants. Or, in this case, 
better described as ‘international commuters’ because of the mobile characteristics of this 
flow, whereas migration has a more permanent character. Hence, in the Tacna-Arica region I 
will use the term commuters, rather than migrants.  
 
Recent studies and literature demonstrate a growing interest in migration flows in Latin 
America. For example studies of migrants between Bolivia and Brazil, or from Bolivia to 
Argentina (Prikken, 2004) as well as the flow of people from Mexico to the U.S. and studies 
on migration from different areas, like rural to urban and from the Andes towards other 
regions.  
However, little is known and written specifically about the Tacna-Arica region and this 
research will add a new insight into literature and discourses of migration, commuting, border 
research and the region of Tacna and Arica. 
 
1.2 The case study 
 
Chile is an unusually elongated country, stretched some 4000 kilometres North- South on the 
Pacific side of the Latin-American continent. Geographically it is quite isolated, being 
bordered by the Andes, the driest desert in the world the Atacamá, the Pacific and the Straight 
of Magellan.  
The country is relatively wealthy and well developed, especially compared with its direct 
neighbours Bolivia and Peru. Chile has not always been as prosperous as it is today. In the 
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past it has been troubled by wars, dictatorships and violation of human rights. However, in 
recent years Chile has managed to escape this legacy and has become a social and economic 
example for many other countries in the region. 
Because of this, many people from neighbouring countries are attracted to the rich and better 
quality of life in Chile. One of those countries is Peru. Many Peruvian people try to migrate 
permanently to Chile in order to build up their lives in Chile. Other Peruvians just come on a 
short-term basis and bring money back to their families in Peru on a monthly or weekly basis. 
The latter are people that commute on a weekly basis from Peru to Chile.  

Officially the Peruvians are not allowed to work in Arica. They travel to Arica on a tourist 
visa and this visa doesn’t allow them to do any paid work. Regardless, the Peruvians do work 
in Arica and these working activities are illegal. Because of this illegal situation, there are no 
official figures of the Peruvian work force in Arica. Even at official institutions no figures are 
known, which is alarming because in this way nobody exactly knows what the size and the 
influence of this flow of people really is. My research will assess and analyse the impact of 
the Peruvian commuter flow on the region and how the border is influencing the lives and 
choices of the commuters.  
As a result of bilateral conventions between Peru and Chile (as shown in Appendix I and II), 
special visa arrangements are in force for the border area. This visa allows people to travel as 
tourists, in order to make the border crossing more attractive for residents of both countries. 
Arica and Tacna share a special interdependence, being geographically closer together than 
neighbouring cities in their own countries and therefore it is important that people are able to 
visit easily. Chileans may travel beyond Tacna, as far North as Arequipa with a 10-days 
tourist visa and Peruvians are allowed to travel South to Arica on a seven-day tourist visa. 
After ten/seven days respectively the ‘tourists’ have to return to their native country and re-
apply for a new a visa  
In practice however, many Peruvians use this mechanism to cross the border and work in 
Arica, Chile where there are more opportunities, better wages and better work conditions. As 
stated, Peruvians are officially not allowed to work, but everybody knows they do and official 
organizations tolerate a situation which benefits many Chilean households, farms and 

Figure 1 Tacna and Arica region within Latin America 
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companies. Stopping the Peruvians coming would have a great impact in Arica, as well as on 
the lives of the commuters. 
 
Furthermore there is a big group of merchants crossing the border to and from Peru every day, 
mostly women, in order to buy and sell goods in either country. This group is not analysed in 
this thesis, neither is the group of legal, professional Peruvian labourers, that work in Arica on 
a more stable and longer period of time in comparison to the informal, low-skilled 
commuters.  
 
1.3 Research question and main objective 
 
In this research, the following research question was formulated: 
 
Analysing the commuter group in the Peruvian-Chilean border region, in order to examine 
what social and economical influence their commuting has on the region and what impact the 
border has on their commuting behaviour. 
 
This research question is developed in three parts: 

• Who commutes between Peru and Chile on a weekly basis? How many people 
commute, where do they commute to and from and what subgroups can be 
distinguished? 

• What social and economic influence do the commuters have on the region of Tacna 
and Arica 

• What role does the border play in the choices of the commuters and what effect does 
this border have in the region 

 
To answer these questions, the main objective can be formulated as: 
 
Examine who the commuters are, where they go and what they do, in order to analyse how 
this commuting and the border influences their lives and the region of Tacna and Arica.  
 
1.4 Methodology 
 
This research is based on an analysis of theory, a case study and field study.  
 
The first source was literature from the university library and internet sources.  
Literature secondary resources provided theoretical and formal information about the subject 
and the region, insight into the concepts and knowledge involved and provide a framework for 
further research. Internet sources were used for general information about the city, country 
and language. 
 
The empirical part of this research was carried out by fieldwork in the region of Tacna and 
Arica. This fieldwork consists of interviews with local authorities, commuters, border 
officials and employers, my own experience and literature from the local libraries. 
 
After conducting field research I returned to and focused more deeply on literature - my 
practical experiences having prepared me for better combining this literature with the 
empirical data found in the region of Tacna and Arica.  
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Social relevance 
In analysing the commuter flow between Tacna and Arica, this research is directly linked to a 
widely apparent social phenomenon. The commuter flow has an influence in the region and 
analysing this influence and mapping the size of the commuter flow, local governments can 
use this research as an source of information for adapting and improving policy. In this way, 
the lives of the commuters might be improved. This research shows what the strengths and 
weaknesses of the commuter flow are. With this information the cities of Tacna and Arica can 
benefit from the chances and opportunities that can be extracted from this flow. 
 
Scientific relevance 
In this thesis, a commuter flow between two cities across an international border in Latin 
America is researched. Theoretical strands from human geography, about migration, about 
commuting, about borders and flows of people all contribute - and interlink - to a single case 
study .  
 
The theories presented in this thesis are used to analyse the process and migration 
phenomenon which occurs in the Tacna-Arica region. The thesis will contribute to knowledge 
by showing a new insight, derived from a relatively unknown region. This research can be 
used in discourses, debates and research about commuters, short-term and short-distance 
migration, borders, flows of people and other relevant strands. 
 
1.5 Readers guide 
 
In chapter 1, the reason for this thesis, the research question, the case study and methodology 
is explained. Chapter 2 is dedicated to the theoretical framework and main concepts of this 
thesis. Which concepts are important for the research and how are they used in the case of 
Peruvian commuters in the Tacna and Arica region. Chapter 3 will give information about the 
context of the case study. In chapter 4 the results of the research are given, this is the 
empirical data gathered from the commuters. In chapter 5, the border is analysed. In Chapter 6 
the theoretical framework is combined with the empirical data found in the Tacna-Arica 
region. The conclusions of this thesis are stated in chapter 7. 
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CHAPTER 2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND MAIN CONCEPTS 
 
In this chapter I will address the theoretical framework and main concepts of this thesis, the 
terminology is used and how can it be determined. First the commuter and migration is 
presented. Second, the notions and the concepts of the border are presented. 
 
In my research, two main concepts are of importance regarding the Peruvians who commute 
weekly to and from Chile: commuting and migration. This chapter will analyse what 
commuting is in practice. The concept of commuting has, as I will suggest, a tight relation 
with migration. Both concepts are analysed in order to see the differences and parallels of 
both theoretical strands; parts of both are relevant to the Peruvian commuting flow.  
 
2.1 Commuting and migration 
 
Commuting is working in one place and living in another; as the dictionary for Human 
Geography describes it: “The technical term for journeys-to-work. Because these are major 
generators of traffic flows within cities, models of commuting patterns have been developed 
to aid transport planning and decisions on the location of new residential and employment 
areas” (Johnston et al., 2000). 
As this quote describes, commuting is a flow of people to and from work. It involves 
decisions of new employment areas, - apparent in the case study of this thesis. 
Much is known about commuting, although most attention appears to be given to national, 
internal commuting.  
Cross border commuting is a somewhat neglected subject. It is, mainly, only sketchily 
covered by discourses on migration, border crossing and border regions. Hence, finding 
theory on this subject in the exact definition as is referred to in this thesis is difficult. 
However, Rouwendal (2004) researched commuting and tried to model commuting and 
commuting decisions. This research is focussed on the reasons for commuting and it tries to 
analyse why people commute.  
In his model he posits that there is a relationship between commuting and the benefits 
obtainable at the place where people commute to and from. If for example wages are at higher 
level than in the home base, people are more willing to move toward another place to profit 
from these benefits, without giving up their home base.  
 In the Tacna-Arica region the willingness to overcome an international border and the time of 
travelling is therefore a rational decision, a trade-off between profits gained and time /energy 
expended. 
 
Turning to concepts of migration, we see an important link to commuting. Migration is 
defined as : “Permanent or semi-permanent change of residence by an individual or group of 
people” (Johnston et al., 2000). In this thesis, literature on migration is used because of the 
link with the international commuting as described. 
With this definition of migration in mind we can basically say, that there is a move within an 
area, either a move from one society to another, or from one culture or nation to another. In 
the Tacna-Arica region, we see a semi-permanent change of residence. Peruvians live in Arica 
during the week and in Tacna during the weekend. They move on a regular basis, most of 
them for a minimum period of one year. 
 
As Prikken (2004) describes migration: “According to Johnston (2000) migration is a 
permanent or semi-permanent change of residence by an individual or group of people. To 
categorize migrants and migrations three dimensions are usually employed: space, time and 
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motivation (Skeldon, 1997)”. Distances vary, ranging from long to short, from one city to 
another or from one country to another. The time as mentioned by Skeldon (1997) can be 
short-term, long-term, permanent, semi-permanent etcetera. Motivation depends on the 
individual and may be based on job opportunities, wage difference, family reunion, study, 
etcetera. Hence, migration, within its definition, includes many different variations. 
 
In the Tacna-Arica region migration is relatively short-term, short-distance and very 
temporary. A link can be made with the concept of commuting, where people move up and 
down from work. In the Tacna-Arica region people stay longer than one day in the place they 
work to cut back on costs and travel time, hence they migrate on a weekly basis, or, they 
‘commute’ on a weekly basis. 
 
Those described as migrants do not necessarily cross borders. A person can also move 
between rural and urban or from urban to urban etcetera. In the Tacna-Arica region the move 
is across a border and is better 
characterized as commuting, 
but the people that migrate 
across this border are mostly 
original from the rural areas of 
Peru, which means they first 
migrated from rural to urban, 
and now they commute from 
urban to urban.  
 
2.1.1 The Latin American context 
 
As I contend, migration within the Tacna-Arica region can be seen as commuting or short 
term and temporal migration. In literature about migration most is written about permanent 
migration. Hence comparative situations in the world are scarce. There is useful literature 
about the Poland-Germany or Mexican-USA borders - all borders between countries with 
huge differences in GDP, employment rates, social security and so forth.  
 
Within this thesis, literature about migration is useable in nuanced ways, and the migration 
meant in the research is short-term migration or international commuting between Peru and 
Chile. Movements, whether they result in the permanent redistribution of population or are of 
a circulatory nature which causes only temporary displacement, demand greater consideration 
than has been given to them previously. It is mainly derived from experience in Europe and in 
North America where most empirical work has been done and where most data exist to make 
this possible. These data are far from ideal but they highlight the deficiencies elsewhere in the 
world. As yet relatively little account has been taken of mobility experienced in the less 
developed parts of the world (Kosinski, 1975, pg. 377). This quote from 1975 shows that the 
theoretical strand of migration mainly had its data in North America and Europe. Other parts 
of the world were less researched. Now, 30 years later, there has been more research in this 
area, but still little has been done to expose the real size of migration and the effects of 
migration flows within some parts of Latin America. As in the case of migration/commuting 
between Peru and Chile.  
 
Most studies of labour migration in these conditions tend to treat migration as a long-term, 
even permanent, one-way decision, which depends on the static values of the key 
determinants, usually unemployment and wages. If we relax the assumptions of one-way 
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Figure 2 The push and pull theory (Skeldon, 1997) 
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permanent movement and allow for strategic movement by the migrant we may get rather 
different outcomes, both in terms of the migrant’s decision to migrate and the consequences 
for the home and destination regions (Van Houtum & Van der Velde, 2000, pg. 36). As is the 
case in the Tacna-Arica region, where migration is hardly permanent and where a strategic 
movement made by migrants is an everyday reality. 
Following the analysis of migration in general, the next paragraph will go deeper into the 
terminology of migration in developing countries. 
 
2.1.2 Migration in developing countries 
 
Migrants are predominantly workers moving from areas where they were born and raised to 
others where they can find a higher return for their labour. These spatial differentials in 
employment opportunities represent lesser and greater levels of economic development. The 
investigation of migration is thus inextricably associated with issues of development and 
underdevelopment (Kearney, 1986, pg. 332) In the same thought, Stalker (2000) mentions, the 
disturbing effect of development – shaking people loose from their communities, raising new 
possibilities, and providing them with the funds to travel – means that as countries achieve a 
minimum standard of economic development, then migration is likely to increase rather than 
decrease (Stalker, 2000, pg. 103). This example speaks for the Peruvian case. The country is 
not developing quickly, and the possibilities to work in Chile are increasing, especially 
because of new border-crossing laws, and future change of regulations. 
 
Generally speaking, people tend to move from low-income areas to high-income areas, from 
stagnant areas to rapidly expanding areas and from areas of poor or intermittent employment 
opportunities to areas where employment is more certain or guaranteed by contract. The 
economic, social and political consequences of such movements are deep and complex. They 
are somewhat neglected in the general development literature because they do not fit in with 
the classical theory of comparative advantage and subsequent trade theories, which are 
generally based on the assumption of immobility of labour.  
Within developing countries there is a rapid, and in some cases overwhelming, flow of 
people, particularly landless people and more educated younger people, from the countryside 
into the town, creating fearful employment problems and social pressure (Singer & Ansari, 
1978, pg. 215). 
Divergence between the richer economies of the West and those of many developing 
countries has produced tempting disparities in wages and is prompting many new kinds of 
migration flow. While many people migrate to other countries to advance their careers, or just 
out of a sense of adventure, for most people the main reason is the prospect of earning more 
money (Stalker, 2000, pg. 21). This quote once more addresses to the fact that migration in 
developing countries is more a necessity than a choice. 
 
Here, in the Tacna-Arica region migration in developing countries is not always an accurate 
way to analyze the problems in this region. Because migration to and from developing 
countries is mostly referred to as developing country versus rich countries, as opposed to the 
situation between Peru and Chile, where migration takes place between a developing country 
toward and from a less-underdeveloped country. 
Hence with using the term ‘migration in developing countries’ we have to take into account 
that the term is only partly accurate. 
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2.2 Border 
 
In this research, the border between Tacna and Arica, or rather, between Peru and Chile, plays 
an important role. On one hand, it triggers a flow of people because of the spatial, political, 
social and economical differences it creates. The border initiates a movement due to political, 
economic and social differences between both countries. On the other hand it functions as a 
filter. Terms like ‘in- and exclusion’, ‘us’ and ‘them’, ‘discrimination’, ‘protection’, ‘trade’, 
‘migration’ are used in the context of this border. Before we look at the Tacna-Arica border, it 
is important to describe what a border is in general, how the word ‘border’ is explained and 
how a border influences space. After this general description of the border, I will apply the 
gathered information in the context of the Tacna-Arica border in following chapters. 
 
What is a border? How is it constructed, and how is it represented in reality? Van Houtum et 
al. (2005) write the following about borders and their physical presence in current space: “A 
barbed wired fence, a wall, a door, a gate, a river, a line in the sand or on a map are striking 
and well-known configurations of borders as visual objects. Yet, there is always more than the 
map or the eye can tell us. Crucial to an understanding of borders is not so much their material 
morphology, but the various forms of interpretation and representation that they embody. As 
Latour (1993) has argued, a key can transform a door into a border for some, but a pass-
through for others, in the same way that a wall may signify protection for some while for 
others it constitutes a political offence or merely an irritating graffiti board (Ley and 
Cybriwsky, 1974).  
 
A border therefore, should not be viewed as through a door or window, as objects per se 
limited to their physical delimitation (Soja, 1996). This power of borders, that which exceeds 
their constraining material form, is derived from their specific interpretation and a resultant 
(often violent) practice” (Van Houtum et al. 2005, pg. 2-3”). As this quote shows, a border is 
a pass-through as well as a stop. A border can be seen in many different ways. Dwyer and 
Jackson (2004) write about a border: “While borders may be cultural constructions, they are 
constructions that are backed by force of law, economic and political power, and regulating 
and regularizing institutions. What they come to mean and how they are experienced, crossed 
or imagined are products of particular histories, times, and place” (Schiller in Crang et al. 
2004, pg. 5). 
 
Van Houtum et al. (2005) mention about borders that they are legally defined, can be exactly 
mapped on a land register. Any modification of their course or their normative implications 
would entail costly administrative and legal procedures” (Van Houtum & Van der Velde, 
2000). And others, like Bigo and Guild (2005) write: “The notion of border is very often 
considered a materialized line between two spaces. Borders are associated with differentiation 
between inside and outside, with control of who crosses the line. This is important since the 
notion of border is embedded, as far as common knowledge is concerned, into a theory of the 
territorial state that inhibits the capacity to understand the passage of frontier controls beyond 
the national territory and that is blinded by the juridical perception of embassies and 
consulates as delocalised parts of the nation-state. Borders, control and state are by definition 
intertwined” (Bigo & Guild, 2005, pg. 52). 
 
The border of a province or a nation-state is first and foremost a legal fact, one that is 
reproduced, literally kept alive by a large ensemble of connected practices, ranging from 
printed bodies of law and maps to corporeal inscriptions and the surveillance of boundaries on 
the landscape. The b/order is an active verb” (Van Houtum et al., 2005, pg. 3). The term 
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“active verb” is used as in: A border is more than just a checkpoint. It stimulates activity as 
well as it frustrates activity or at least, makes some activities more difficult, illegal, or 
impossible. 
 
In this thesis the word “border” is used to refer to the institutional as well as physical border 
crossing between two countries. However, in much literature the word “boundary” is used. 
The word is mainly referred to as the whole set of state tools to frame its territory. So 
speaking of boundary in this case, means the whole line that can be drawn (mainly just on a 
map) between Peru and Chile. The border however, is the place where flows of people and 
goods can officially cross. Boundaries may be permeable or impermeable, or may be 
permeable at one point in time and impermeable at another, or may be permeable for some 
functions and impermeable for other functions. Where political territories and systems meet – 
or have met in the past – there may be demonstrable effects on the people’s patterns of 
movement and on the landscapes around them. How these boundaries are used and perceived 
may in turn have additional impacts on the landscape. Boundaries may be long lasting or they 
may be open to considerable change, as states have vied for control over contested areas, or as 
new structures have been imposed or accepted, including, possibly, their functional 
dismantlement. Boundaries may be the source of friction between competing political entities 
or they may serve as peaceful reminders of contrasting but accepted differences. Boundaries 
may reflect the areal extent of ethnic and national identities or they may cut across such 
identities. Political boundaries, in short, are locations (sometimes as lines sometimes as zones) 
that may separate or may link, but most often accomplish both functions at one and the same 
time (Minghi & Rumley, 1991, pg. xvii). Here we can see the overlap with Van Houtum et al. 
(2005) that borders and/or boundaries are active institutions. 
 
Hence, how active is a border? What function does it have within its surroundings? Stalker 
(2000) addresses attention to this: “One effect of globalisation should be “factor price 
equalization.” Goods, people, and capital moving across national borders should tend to 
equalize prices between countries. Labour should travel from low-wage to high-wage 
economies and capital should move in the other direction. This would tend to depress wages 
in the migrant-destination countries, while raising them in the sending countries. Eventually, 
some kind of equilibrium should be reached when the remaining wage gap represents just the 
costs of migration between the two countries. As a result, migration should stop. 
Does this equalization happen in practice? This is difficult to judge at present. Although 
capital and goods can move fairly freely, labour cannot. Today, all states exert, or try to exert, 
very strict control over their borders and want to avoid any mass influx of new people” 
(Stalker, 2000, pg. 11). This quote outlines the reality that labour movement as is often more 
difficult than that of goods and capital. Unusually, in the Tacna-Arica region, locally 
significant labour movement is commonplace. Hence, labour in this region could eventually 
cause some sort of equalization throughout time, according to this theory. However, in Tacna 
there is a huge surplus of labourers and people come from all over Peru to work in Chile, 
therefore, the wages in Tacna stay low, as well as the wages in Arica because of the sufficient 
supply of cheap labourers. Equalization would be good for the regional development, but in 
reality I believe it will not be achieved in the near future.  
 
Another issue that is important in the context of the border debate in the Tacna-Arica region is 
the Chilean Government effort to control the border and avoid any mass influx of new people. 
The border is quite permeable, but with limitation. Hence, territory and control are still an 
important issue in border policy in the region. This is in contradiction of the contemporary 
discourse on borders, like the example from the next quote: “Are we not living in a mass 
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consumer-based society, in which the production of knowledge, images, representations and 
simulacra are of greater significance than the hard edges of geopolitical boundaries? Our 
solid, rational, control-based and production-oriented society has indeed partially evaporated 
but this does not mean that we live in a borderless world. At best, we live in evolutionary, 
albeit not necessarily progressive, times. Not everything, therefore, has become liquid, fluid 
and de-territorialized. Empowering practices themselves – both materially and mentally – 
have not lost their territorial ordering and bordering functions” (Van Houtum et al., 2005, pg. 
1). This is the start of the book B/ordering space. Meaning that, although globalisation effects 
(like open borders, flexible humans, communication networks) penetrate into the local level, 
border still influence flows of people, distribution of wealth and power, territoriality, in- and 
exclusion. Borders remain important institution in people’s lives and in the welfare of 
countries and regions. 
 
2.3 Crossing the border 

 
In determining actions and behaviour of people at and within national borders, borders are no 
longer seen merely as territorial lines at a certain place in space, but as symbols of processes 
of social binding and exclusion, that are constructed or produced in society as well as 
reproduced via perceptions, symbols, norms, beliefs, and attitudes. It is argued that the 
understanding of the meaning and relevance of borders is closely linked to socio-spatial 
identity and should therefore focus on people’s mental as well as processes for social 
cohesion. In this view the border is not primarily regarded as a barrier to be overcome but as a 
necessary constituent in people’s lives. The emphasis is therefore much less, if at all, on a 
computation of the effect of the border on cross-border developments, or on an analysis of the 
design and effectiveness of cross-border regional cooperation policies and economies, both 
heavily inspired by the field of economics (Van Houtum & Van der Velde, 2000, pg. 7). 
 
This quote indicates that the current is dictated by rational economic choice, rather than the 
social and necessity of moving which is the case in Latin America. The necessity to move 
across the border is the predominant reason why people move. In short, people move because 
of benefits and while moving they do not consider the option to ‘stay’, because ‘staying’ for 
them is not an option.  
 
Cross-border relationships are defined as actions of individuals or organizations with a spatial 
component and crossing a border. These actions are categorized in three broad groups: 
political-institutional, economic and social-cultural. Obviously these three types of actions are 
interrelated and influence one another. A second distinction can be made with regard to the 
level of scale. Economic cross-border relations on a European level differ greatly from the 
ones concerning the regional level" (Van der Velde 1997a; 1997b; Van der Velde & Boekema 
1997). The border itself influences whether cross-border relationships come into existence. 
On the one hand strong, almost impermeable borders prohibit relationships, - neighbouring 
regions in this case can be characterized as alienated (Martinez, 1994). Integrated borderlands 
on the other hand, function as if no border exists at all. The effects of the border however are 
not stemming from the border itself, but from the region it encloses. In order to study border-
effects, we have to look at the regions alongside the borders. To be more precise we have to 
look at (groups of) individuals and organizations in the regions and their perception of the 
border (Van der Velde, 1999, pg. 5).  
 
A border is the institutional way of protecting or controlling the basis of a territory. Quite 
simply, Government decides who and what goes out or comes in. Territories may be regarded 
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as special regions. They represent politically defined spatial entities, designed as instruments 
of power for political and administrative authorities to regulate and define the opportunities 
and degrees of freedom of social practices. They are areas marked out by specific legal 
regulations in force and valid norms. The course of their borders, legally defined, can be 
exactly mapped on a land register. Any modification of their course or their normative 
implications would entail costly administrative and legal procedures. Regions, on the other 
hand, do not have established borderlines, but are characterized by ‘oscillating margins 
(Läpple, 1991), which may be subject to considerable changes over the course of time 
depending on variations in social practice” (Van Houtum et al., 2005, pg. 94). Thus, the latter 
expresses the difference between a region and a territory. In the Tacna-Arica region is more a 
case of two territories coming together than being a single cohesive region. Proximity of the 
cities, located in an otherwise relatively uninhabited environment tends to portray the area as 
a region, where different functions work together and where there is an obvious transaction in 
social, economic and political powers. 
 Before speaking of a ‘Tacna-Arica region’ it must be remembered that this region is not a 
region as it is mentioned in the literature, but a forced region because of their nearness to each 
other and their peripheral location in relation to their economic and political centres (Lima 
and Santiago) and we should not forget the territorial border they represent. 
 
In this thesis the terms ‘border’ and ‘Tacna-Arica region’ are used as described in this 
paragraph. The border is a system, which is active in the lives of people and active in the 
control of a state. The term ‘border’ is the set of organisations, policy and the physical border 
crossing between Peru and Chile. 
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CHAPTER 3 PERU AND CHILE 
 
In this chapter I will focus on the specific features, history and characteristics of both nations 
and cities; when and how both cities of Tacna and Arica evolved and emerged over time and 
their common history. The main historical event in the region, the Pacific war, is the key to 
establishment of the region as we know it today.  
 
First I will outline facts of both countries, than I will address attention to the history of both 
countries. After this, I will focus on both cities and conclude with insights into inter-city 
relationships. The latter is an important issue in analysing the border and the commuter flow, 
because the cities themselves are the sending and receiving actors in the whole phenomenon 
and therefore critical to the whole question of border crossing. 
 
3.1 Some facts and figures 
 
In this paragraph I will give general facts of both countries, in order to see the differences 
between the two countries. I will do this with a table so comparisons are easy: 
 
Information/Country Chile Peru 
Capital Santiago Lima 
Inhabitants 16,134,219 28,302,603 
Land mass 756.950 1.285.220 
Inhabitants p/km2 21 22 
Population growth p/year 0.94%  1.32% 
GDP per capita $US 12,700  $US 6,400  
Unemployment rate 7.8 % 7.2% Lima, major 

underemployment in the rest 
of the country, no data 
known 

Population below poverty 
line 

18.2 % (2005) 54% (2003) 

Table 1 ‘The world’s fact book’ and www.ine.cl (data Chile) & www.inei.gob.pe (data Peru); all data is from 
2006, unless marked differently (Source: www.cia.gov). 
 
The table shows the difference in 
development between both countries - 
especially the GDP per capita and the 
population below poverty line. This 
difference is one of the main causes of the 
commuting flow from Peru toward Chile. 
People commute to ther in order to find 
work and to earn better wages. 
 
Figure 3 gives a classification of world 
economies. Chile is among the “Upper-
middle-income economies”, while Peru is 
in the class of “Lower-middle-income 
economies”.  
 Figure 3 Classification of economies (Skeldon 1997) 

http://www.ine.cl
http://www.inei.gob.pe
http://www.cia.gov)
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3.2 General History of Peru and Chile 
 
Chile and Peru, or at least the ground that is now called Chile and Peru, has been inhabited 
long since. Archaeological remains of human life date back as far as 11.000 years. Many 
different Indian groups lived within the Chilean territory. Seventy years before the arrival of 
the Spaniards, the Inca Empire dominated most of both countries. The original tribes lived in 
coexistence with the Incas.  
In the 15th and 16th century the big exploring expeditions of the Europeans reached the 
Americas. First of course was Columbus in 1492 with the discovery of North America and the 
Caribbean. Then followed Pedro Alvarez Cabral, a Portuguese explorer, who landed in Brazil 
in 1500. In 1520, the Portuguese mariner Ferdinand Magellan discovered the straight of 
Magellan, now the most southerly point of Chile. From the north, Panama, several expeditions 
led to discover the south including the conquests of Diego Almagro, who defeated the Inca 
Empire and settled the country of Peru. From there, Almagro advanced further south and in 
1536 officially discovered Chile though it took five years before the land was actually 
occupied. The first settlement was Santiago, founded by Pedro de Valdivia in 1541. This was 
the start of the occupation of Indian lands and the Indians started to work for the Spaniards, in 
exchange for protection and the care of the European invaders” (Villalobos, 2005, pg. 23-39). 
Now, in 2007 almost all original Indians have disappeared. Some communities are still intact. 
Small villages remain in the highlands, but most are influenced by modern cultures and 
outside influence. In the cities of Tacna and Arica you can still see the influence of Indian 
culture, especially during the carnivals that are held occasionally.  
 
3.2.1 Pacific war 
 
Before going to the history of both cities, I will first explain how the cities are situated (as a 
border region) in the contemporary region. In paragraph 3.3 I will describe the cities in more 
detail.  
 
The history of Tacna and Arica is a relatively short. The main reason for the current state of 
the cities arose during the start of the 20th century, when Chile was involved in an armed 
conflict with Bolivia, and, as a result of an alliance between Peru and Bolivia, Chile came to 
be at war with Peru as well. In the following paragraph a short summary of this important 
event in the region’s history is given.  
 
The Spanish Crown had never concerned itself with establishing precise borders for each 
colony. This lack of clearly defined borders was the cause of many disputes between 
neighbouring countries. Since the colonial era, the northern border of Chile had been the 
Atacamá Desert, an imprecise expression that lent itself to various interpretations. The 
Chilean government asserted that the border should be fixed at the 23rd parallel, but Bolivia 
argued that the border was at the 25th parallel – the southern border of its sovereignty. Several 
rounds of negotiations failed to resolve the issue. However, a treaty signed in 1873 
established the border at the 24th parallel just south of Antofagasta and it contained a 
commitment by Bolivia not to raise taxes on Chilean companies operating between the 23rd 
and 24th parallels.  
 
In the same year, Peru signed a secret treaty with Bolivia pledging mutual support in the event 
of war. It also sought an alliance with Argentina, which was about to sign the treaty. Peru’s 
primary motive for these plans was the difficulties of its nitrate industry in Tarapacá. The 
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Peruvian government had nationalized the nitrate mines in order to obtain more revenues for 
the state. By allying itself with Bolivia it could better compete with Chile in nitrate mining. 
 
Five years after the secret treaty was signed, the Bolivian dictator Hilarión Daza, ordered a tax 
to be levied on the nitrate exports of the Compañia de Salitres de Antofagasta. When the 
company refused to pay the tax, Daza ordered its property to be auctioned off. On the day of 
the auction, several Chilean warships landed troops at Antofagasta and occupied the city. 
They were warmly welcomed by the population, almost all of which was Chilean. 
Antofagasta was occupied in February 1879. For the next four years, the conflict continued in 
a series of campaigns. And Chile took control over the Atacamá part of Bolivia and of Peru as 
far as Lima. 
 
In 1883 a provisional government established in Peru put an end to the conflict by signing the 
Treaty of Ancón with Chile. Peru permanently ceded the territory of Tarapacá to Chile and 
temporarily ceded Tacna and Arica. The final status of those two territories was to be decided 
in 1893 by a plebiscite. This plebiscite was never held, but in 1929 an agreement was reached 
whereby Peru recovered Tacna, and Chile retained Arica” (Villalobos, 2005, pg. 145-151).  
Chile didn’t want to occupy Peru as far as Lima, but just wanted to drive back the Peruvian 
forces. This is why they kept Tacna and Arica as a trade. 
 
As for Bolivia, a simple truce declared the end of the war. While this pact was in force, Chile 
was to continue to occupy the territory of Antofagasta. When the treaty was finally signed in 
1904, Bolivia cede the territory of Antofagasta, and Chile pledged to build a railway from 
Arica to La Paz, to allow the free transit of Bolivian merchandise, and to pay a cash 
compensation. For Chile, the war of the Pacific meant a considerable increase in its territory 
and the acquisition of priceless nitrate and copper deposits. Thereafter economic prosperity 
increased and public and private wealth made it possible to undertake a large number of 
important development projects” (Villalobos, 2005, pg. 145-151). 
 
This explains, in a nutshell, the somewhat special relationship between two cities across an 
international border and the ‘region’ around them that was the basis of my interest. This 
Pacific war is important to understand the relations and (family) ties between both cities. 
 
3.2.2 Recent political history and economy of the receiving country, Chile 
 
Chile’s economy was quite healthy and prosperous until after the First World War in Europe. 
When the Germans then invented a synthetic nitrate, which was far cheaper than the mined 
nitrate. Prices declined and the nitrate mining industry, the most important export product 
until that day, collapsed. The Chilean economic crisis was at it worst between 1929 and 1932.  
After this a slow stabilization of the economy began. 
 
Economic development in Chile has always been heavily dependent on the political situation 
of the country. And this political situation has been far from stable during the years. The main 
political influence came from the infamous dictator Pinochet. In the following paragraph I 
will give a short overview of the Chilean politics, in order to better understand its history and 
culture. 
 
The political history of Chile nowadays still reflects in its culture. For example the dedicated 
will to demonstrate against the government, which is expressed by graffiti in the streets and 
by many protests throughout the year, for example the major unrest in parts of the country at 
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11 September, the day on which Pinochet took power with its army. By September 1973, 
chaos reigned. The Armed Forces decided to intervene and, overthrew the government with a 
violent coup d’état. Allende committed suicide in La Moneda (Santiago) when he realized 
that resistance was useless. A governing junta took command. It was headed by General 
Augusto Pinochet. He quickly asserted his authority over his colleagues and assumed the title 
of President of the Republic. The military dictatorship lasted more than sixteen years. Its first 
task was to consolidate the regime being put in place. Left-wing forces were vigorously 
persecuted, imprisoned, tortured and sent into exile. About 3000 were executed. The secret 
services of the Armed Forces and of the Uniformed Police, such as the DINA, acted without 
restraint. 
 
This violation of human rights provoked reaction throughout the world. Chile was ostracized 
by the international community. Discontent with the military government grew apace and, 
despite the difficulties it encountered, the opposition was able to voice its criticisms. Finally, 
the military government called an election. The winner by a good margin was Patricio 
Aylwin, a member of the Christian Democracy Party. He took office and governed for four 
years. His main task was to pave the way for a transition and to promote harmony among all 
sectors of society. 
 
The economic doctrine of free enterprise, which was thought to have been buried some 
seventy years before, reappeared, and was strengthened under the government of General 
Pinochet. The military government had no economic doctrine of its own, but embraced that 
put forward by the so-called Chicago Boys, a group of economists who had been trained at the 
University of Chicago and advocated the most orthodox form of capitalism. It was intended to 
promote the interests of businessmen and private enterprise and, in this way, to increase 
national and foreign investments. This policy would benefit the upper classes of society and 
some day, perhaps, the poor as well, at least so it was thought. 
 
Various state-owned enterprises were sold cheaply to powerful economic groups. as the 
Government pursued a policy of privatisation. Toward the end of the 1990’s the economic 
model began to show positive results; during the governments of Aylwin and his followers the 
macroeconomic variables were kept in balance and the economy took off (Villalobos, 2005, 
pg. 193-202). 
 
Although Pinochet was seen as a negative influence in terms of human rights and social 
progress he did set the basis for a flourishing economy. In December 2006 when news of the 
excesses of the former dictator surfaced, reactions were mixed. On one hand he helped the 
country grow in the eyes of many Chileans, , on the other, he was responsible for a harsh 
regime and the violent repression of dissent. So it is tricky to give a judgment of this 
controversial leader, but the fact remains that he is one of the most discussed leaders in the 
world of the last decades. 
  
3.2.3 Current regime 
 
At present the president in charge of the Republic of Chile is Michelle Bachelet, the first 
female president. Her task is to guide and improve the country’s social, economic and cultural 
policies. One of the important issues her government decided is the liberalization of Arica as a 
separate region. In 2008 Arica will be her own institutional region, separate from Iquique, 
which is now the capital of the ´primera Region´. From 2008 Arica will be the XVI region, 
´region de Arica y Parinacota´. 



Cross border commuters in the Chilean–Peruvian border region 
 

 - 21 of 55 - 

 
Historically Peru’s political status has been rather more stable. However the country’s 
administration has not been as successful. Peru is rich in minerals and culture but 
mismanagement of its resources and short-term investments policies have stunted real 
economic growth and prosperity especially for the majority of citizens. In Peru, there is hardly 
any middle class. Relatively few wealthy people have control over the country and its 
resources. The majority of the people are poor, and of these 54% live under the poverty line. 
This disproportionate division of money makes the country dysfunctional and unable to solve 
its own problems. 
The current President of the constitutional Republic of Peru is Alan Garcia Perez and he 
wants to put the Peruvian economics back in the world-market. Hopefully he will succeed and 
will improve the status and well being of all citizens. 
 
Between both countries, bilateral discourses are held on national and local level (as shown in 
appendix III). On the national level, relations between both have increased throughout the last 
decade and especially the new president of Chile, Bachelet, shows more openness to its 
neighbour Peru. However it could be a long tme before before both countries will really trust 
each other unconditionally. 
 
3.3 History and characteristics of both cities 
 
3.3.1 Tacna 
 
The first groups of Spanish conquerors, members of the Almagro expedition, organized to 
conquer Chile arrived in the region in 1535. They established as a Spanish outpost; the last 
civilized place before entering the dry Atacamá dessert. Tacna was called Villa San Pedro de 
Tacna at this time, 
 
In 1615 and 1784 Tacna went through violent earthquakes and many towns were reduced to 
ruins. However, they were rebuilt by their people who had decided to stay in the same place. 
Tacna was an important city during the struggle for independence. From 1810, the local 
patriots, (learning from their neighbours, the already independent Argentineans), began to 
conspire for freedom. In 1811, Francisco Antonio de Zela, made the initial call for liberation 
in Tacna. Once the independence of Peru was achieved, the heroism of this city was honoured 
by promoting it to the rank of ‘Villa’ in 1823. In May 26, 1828, President José de la Mar 
promulgated a law given by Congress by which the city of Tacna was given the title of 
Ciudad Heroica or Heroic City.  
 
The present city of Tacna lies 50 kilometres from the Peruvian-Chilean border and has almost 
317.300 inhabitants (www.inei.gob.pe, 2005). The city does not have access to the ocean like 
its neighbour Arica, and uses the city of Ilotwohours to the east and Arica for exporting her 
products. 
 
One of the biggest sectors in Tacna is the so-called ‘Pacotilla’, ie., semi-finished products - 
manufactured in Tacna, to be assembled elsewhere. The greatest income for the city is the 
production of copper and the sales of olives and olive-related products. Outside the city, in 
green valleys with hundreds of irrigation channels, there is approximately 10.000 hectares of 
farmland used for olive production. Most tourist flow is from Chile. Chileans go to the 
relatively cheaper city of Tacna to buy cheap clothes, gamble, eat and drink or to use the 
cheaper dentists or opticians.  

http://www.inei.gob.pe
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For Tacna, overseas relations are of major importance. This especially applies to Asia, 
destination of many of the semi-finished goods are exported. Most are shipped from Ilo, a port 
three hours from Tacna. Arica is closer, but because of the border-policies and port charges, it 
is more effective and cheaper to ship the goods from a Peruvian port. Arica is used more by 
Bolivia, which being landlocked has to ship their goods from either one of their neighbours. 
For Tacna, nearest places of interest are Ilo, and Arica (Chile) each approximately two - three 
road hours distant. (The latter depending on the border crossing time 
of course) In the north, the nearest city is Arequipa, seven hours 
away. 
 
In the 60’ s and 70’s there was a drought in the east of Peru and 
many farmers left their land. Many migrated towards Tacna, en route 
to their real goal, Chile and the promise of a better living. But 
because many people were poorly educated and/or had little money 
to sustain them, they never found their way into Chile and remained 
in Tacna and tried to make a living here.This is important in the 
discourse about the commuter flow in this region. Most people that 
commute from Tacna to Arica, are people who come from low-
educated and poor families - those who lack the opportunities or 
resources to go to Santiago or other better areas to earn more money.  
 
3.3.2 Arica 
 
In 1545 the silver mine of Potosí, in the Peruvian highlands, was discovered, and this resulted 
in the founding of Arica twenty-five years later, in 1570. To begin with its importance derived 
from being the port from which the mineral extracted from the mine was shipped, and where 
supplies arrived for those who lived and worked at the mine. The traffic between Potosí and 
Arica was carried by enormous mule trains, which brought down the silver and carried back 
all kinds of supplies. It is known that the first inhabitants of this zone belonged to the 
Chinchorro culture, the distinguishing feature of which was their mummification technique. 
Specimens may be seen at the Museo Arqueológico San Miguel de Azapa” (Caistor, 1997). 

 
When the Virreinato de la Plata was created, some 200 years later, Arica lost its importance, 
because the new Vice-royalty of Spain included the territory where the mine was located, and 
so all the traffic was diverted to the city of Buenos Aires in Argentina. 
With the establishment of the Republic of Peru in this area in the middle of the 19th Century, 
the city recovered some of its splendour, and traces of this can be observed in the important 
buildings, which were erected in the town. Peruvian control lasted until the beginning of the 
1880s, when the Chilean army took the city as part of its military campaign during the War of 
the Pacific. Later, under the 1929 treaty between Chile and Peru, the territory was legally 
ceded to Chile” (Municipalidad de Arica, 2006).  
 
Arica (region de Tarapacá) is now a city with 191.411 inhabitants (www.ine.cl, 2000) and is 
situated 19 kilometres from the Peruvian border. North and south the city is bordered with 
desert, east the Pacific and in the west the altiplano (highlands) of the Andes with its peaks 
that go up to 6.330 meters. Going toward this altiplano, there are two fertile valleys provided 
with water from the snowy peaks of the Andes. These valleys are the 60 kilometres long 
Azapa valley and the 40 kilometres of the Lluta valley. Because of the high Andes, rain 
doesn’t cross to the city, and therefore, it only rains a couple of millimetres in 10 years. 

Figure 4 Official 
institution in Tacna, 
consul general of 
Chile 

http://www.ine.cl
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Unofficially Arica is known as the driest city in the world. The driest place in the world was 
found at a weather station 70 kilometres south of Arica (national geographic). 
 
Arica’s main source of income is the olives and chickens from the valleys and its port 
function for Bolivia and the south of Peru. With its year round beach climate, minimum 20 
degrees in winter, tourism is also important for Arica’s economy. Chileans from the south, 
rich Bolivians and North American cruise ships take advantage of this. It is also an important 
place as a travel route junction, where travellers have to change buses in Arica in order to 
travel to Peru or Bolivia.  
 
As mentioned in paragraph 3.2.3, Arica is now a region with Iquique. Government decisions 
for the Arica region are now made by Iquique where the government of the ‘primera region’ 
is settled. But, from 2008, Arica will form its own region due to the fact that Iquique faces 
different problems, like less unemployment, less 
migrants, no border and much income from copper 
mining. Therefore, Arica complained that policy 
made in Iquique is not adapted to the Ariquen 
situation. Hence after a long period of lobbying in 
2008 the new region ‘Arica and Parinacota’ will make 
its own policy and receive direct financing from 
Santiago, rather than through the joint Iquique region. 
The new Ariquen government will endeavour to set 
more appropriate policies especially on the border, 
labour, migration and commuting.  
 
The nearest cities to Arica are Tacna (Peru) in the 
north, which is about a two hour drive, depending on 
the border crossing. Iquique in the south is a five hour 
drive and La Paz (Bolivia) is seven hours away. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5 Arica y Paranicotta region 
within the I region de Chile 
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3.4 Relations between Tacna and Arica 
 
Characterized by conflict, the border landscape of Peru and Chile, Tacna and Arica, is a 
border between two nations that warred frequently over the past centuries. The struggle for 
power is still not over. The no-mans land between the two border crossings at Chacalluta is 
becoming smaller and smaller, because both nations are building new crossings closer and 
closer to each other each claiming parts of the no-mans land. However, there are positive 
indicators too. Not only the physical border is changing. New attitudes, political and cultural, 
are emerging. Both Peru and Chile are trying to make the border easier to cross, in order to 
improve economic relations between the two border towns and to improve the social 
relationships between the countries.  
 
As mentioned in the previous paragraphs, Tacna is the closest city for Arica, ´only´ seventy 
kilometres (even though with border control it takes two hours to cross), while the closest 
Chilean city is Iquique. For Tacna the nearest city of any significance is Arequipa. Because of 
this, and for the historical reasons, that Arica used to be Peruvian, Ariquenos have more ties 
with Tacna than they do with Iquique. It seems that communities within the region are more 
dependent on each other than with the cities in their own country. 
 
For Tacna, Arica is very important and vice versa. Not only because of agreements, trade and 
nearness, but also because of the geographical distance toward their own political and 
economic centres. Tacna is closer to Chile and Bolivia, than it is from the capital Lima. Hence 
national law and decisions are important for Tacna, but more important are the agreements in 
the international context. The same is in effect for Arica, where Santiago is at approximately 
2000 kilometres and Peru only 15. This geographic peripheral situation is an important factor 
in the economical development, relations, problems and possibilities for both cities (Zuñiga, 
2006).  
 
Borders and border landscapes are often linked to ‘conflicts’ and ‘aftermath’, but present 
research focuses more on harmonious relations between two states. However, even as 
relations are improved, tensions remain (Minghi & Rumley, 1991, pg.6). as balance is 
achieved: cooperation versus competition, national versus international, protection versus 
openness.  
 
Both cities suffer from each other as well as they need each other. In Peru, a surplus of cheap 
labour attracts companies and investment from Chile. On the other hand, many professionals 
from Peru migrate to Chile in search of better, more lucrative opportunities. the effects of 
these flows are especially evident in the borderland because people are confronted with the 
differences directly because of the proximity of the other culture. Nonetheless, as Fernando 
Moreno Roldán from the ‘Camara de Comercio’ in Arica expresses, there is a symbiosis 
between the two cities, where both cities cannot operate without each other. 
 
More about relations between both cities can be found in the thesis of Annemiek Heinen. She 
researched Tacna and Arica in the line of regional development in the globalizing world. The 
Tacna-Arica region is the case she used to ground her research. Her interesting thesis to 
examines more about the development and the characteristics of the region.  
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3.5 Conventions between Tacna and Arica 
 
The Peruvian and Chilean governments signed an agreement in 1984, which resulted in law 
597. In this law an agreement of free movement of people was arranged. This free movement 
is relative, but it was a step toward more permeable borders. Before the law, only Santiago 
could issue visas, now, three other cities could do so. Two of them are Valparaiso and Arica. 
These cities are chosen because they are border towns (Valparaiso has a major maritime 
border) and therefore are confronted with many foreigners applying for visa.  
 
An office called ‘extranjeria’ can issue those visas. If a person has the right papers to apply 
for a visa, it is up to this agency to decide whether to approve or decline (extranjeria, 2006).  
 
Another agreement, beside the issuing of visas, was approved. The governments of Chile and 
Peru enacted a special agreement for crossing the border to and from the southern part of Peru 
and the northern part of Chile. Peruvians are allowed to cross the border with Chile on a 
seven- days document. A similar permit enables Chileans to visit the north as far as Arica and 
Parinacota. Chileans can also travel into Peru as far as Arequipa after receiving a 10-days 
visa. 
 
This agreement makes the cross-border ‘region’ of the northern part of Chile and southern 
part of Peru more economically and social attractive to people and businesses. Indeed there 
are closer relations between Tacna and Arica (1,5 hours) than for example Arica-Iquique (5 
hours) or Tacna-Arequipa (seven hours). This is because of the physical distance between all 
the cities. 
 
The Seven day visa is obtained at the border, and as a Peruvian or Chilean you only need a 
DNI-card “Documento Nacional de Identidad”; in Chile this is called a “carnet”. 
 
Before the two countries, or in this case the two cities, signed this 1984 agreement, another 
convention dating from 1978 was applicable. This bilateral convention appointed Tacna and 
Arica as a special zone, where movement is more common and policy required special 
adaptation. The convention is called ‘el acuerdo convention de zona fronterisa Arica-Tacna’ 
which basically means that the region was appointed as a border region and therefore finally 
got more attention from the national governments (Pajuelo, 2006). 
 
In November 2005 a commission (‘comité de frontera’) was assigned to establish the opening 
of the border to all Peruvians and Chilean so that they could travel through the whole of Peru 
and Chile on a tourist visa. This commission got to the point of an agreement, but because of 
political opposition, the agreement never got signed. And until today, the borders remain 
closed for those without passports and working contracts.  
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CHAPTER 4 EMPIRICAL DATA OF THE PERUVIAN COMMUTERS 
 
The main data required for this research was that from the commuter group themselves. What 
are the characteristics, where do they work, where do they live etc. In short, how can this 
group of weekly Peruvian commuters to and from Chile be characterized and what role does 
the border play in this whole issue. 
First I will analyze the main empirical data from the commuter group and secondly I will 
focus on the numbers and figures of the border in the Tacna-Arica region, which includes the 
empirical data found at this border. 
 
4.1 Characteristics of the Peruvian commuter 
 
Many of the Peruvian commuters are originally from the rural areas in Peru and do not have 
any professional qualification or skill (Pajuelo, 2006). In order to find out where the 
Peruvians work, I tried to find statistics and overviews of the commuter flow. But because of 
their ‘illegal’ work situation, there are no official numbers of this working group. What is 
known, is how many Peruvians cross the border every day and week (Appendix V). However, 
these figures merely reflect the movement at the border and do not give an insight into the 
activity at destination and thus the actual numbers of Peruvian labourers. A large number of 
these border crossings are for genuine tourist occasions as well as traders that cross the border 
purely for sales and purchases. Analysing the exact figures of those crossing the border to 
work in Chile and those is in this country for other reasons is difficult to accomplish. This is, 
again, due to the illegal situation the Peruvians encounter while working in Chile. No 
Peruvian will tell that they will work in Chile, because than they are not allowed across the 
border without a working visa.  
 
I encountered the group of commuters and although the numbers are not officially known, the 
sectors of labour they are active in are quite obvious: low paid jobs in domestic service, 
construction and agriculture jobs in which it is easy to pay illegally rather than through the 
complex full work visa process. Later in this paragraph I will give further attention to these 
different sectors. 
 
However, before this more general information about the commuter is relevant. Why do they 
go to Chile, and what effects does this border crossing have on their lives? Getting across the 
border to Chile is an opportunity for most Peruvians; the opportunity to earn more than the 
minimum wage and enjoy a better income for their families in Peru. The wages of a migrant 
contribute to the lives of the whole family. Virtually all earnings are donated to the family. 
All people that work in the family contribute to this, and the level of the wage is not 
important. The only thing that matters is that the whole family has enough to eat and to 
support all the other aspects of their lives (Ortega, 2006). The wages that people earn in Chile 
are about three to four times higher than the wages earned in Peru; thus, cross-border 
commuting labour contributes an enormous return of money back to families in Peru. 
  
As noted, commuters that generate this money are active in the agriculture, construction and 
domestic sectors. Most are women, mainly because most work available in Chile for 
Peruvians is in the domestic sector. Within the other sectors the job availability varies on a 
seasonal or project basis. During certain periods there are more jobs and therefore more 
commuters, for example during the harvest season of olives and fruits. If we review labour 
levels in the mentioned sectors as a whole, estimates can be made on the percentage of 
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Peruvians that work in these sectors. These estimates will be based on interviews with 
commuters and employers. 
 
At this point I should explain what the Chilean government has attempted to do to prevent 
illegality and to promote Chilean labourers to the employers. The local government tries to 
reduce unemployment Chileans in Arica and therefore they made policy which promotes 
hiring a Chilean over a Peruvian. Local government argues that because of the huge influx of 
Peruvians, many Chileans are left unemployed. Local government therefore tries to stimulate 
the contracting of Chilean labourers (as opposed to Peruvian employees) by subsidy. With 
this subsidy - applied as a tax refund - hiring a Chilean costs the same as a Peruvian. 
 
When an employer contracts an employee, he gets a tax refund of 40.000 pesos per month for 
each contracted employee for a period of three months. This was incorporated in law 889. 
(Gonzales, 2006). For the employers it is more attractive financially to arrange a contract and 
therefore one would consider that employers might prefer a Chilean over a Peruvian. This law 
seemed promising, but in practice the complex bureaucratic process of actually contracting 
somebody means that most sectors (especially those with a short, seasonal character) still 
work without contracts and therefore, still hire Peruvians.  
 
Working without a contract can be very risky for the employees. For example if they get sick, 
they do not get paid, or when they are treated badly by their employer, they have no official 
channels to complain. Chilean labour law is very strict and provides good protection for the 
legally employed. Additionally, companies have to pay a certain amount of tax per labourer” 
(Ortega, 2006). Two reasons why the Chilean government tried to stimulate contracting.  
 
However, at the end of 2006, the law 889 was terminated. No more benefits for hiring a 
Chilean. A reason for terminating this law was, that it didn’t have a big effect on 
unemployment due to the fact that many Peruvians take on jobs that Chileans do not want to 
do anyway.  
 
A quote from the ‘Camara de Comercio’ in Arica to note before moving on to the sectors of 
labour, is that “1000 Peruvian commuters does not mean 1000 Chilean job losses”. This 
information is important for understanding the following paragraphs, in which the sectors of 
labour of the commuters will be analysed. Within these sectors, the Peruvians mainly 
accomplish labour Chileans do not like, or do not want to do.  
 
4.2 Commuters and labour 
 
In the previous paragraph I gave a short overview of the weekly Peruvian commuters to and 
from Arica in general. Now I will focus on the different sectors in which they are active and 
address the question of where they work. Each paragraph is backed by empirical data from the 
Tacna-Arica region. In this case, interviews with the labourers and employers themselves. 
 
4.2.1 Domestic labour 
 
“Empleado domestica” or in English ‘domestic workers/staff/servants’ is the main sector in 
which the commuters are active. Basically women from all ages work in the household of 
Chileans for a wage, which is less than the official Chilean minimum (Ortega, 2006). 
In Chile, many middle class people have servants in the house. Mainly because people 
themselves work long days, six days a week. To keep time for themselves and to manage the 
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household, they often employ a servant who looks after the house and the children, while both 
father and mother are at work. Servants in Arica are mainly Peruvian, because they cost less 
than Chilean servants. This is because Peruvian servants work without a contract and the 
employers don’t pay taxes or health insurance and therefore only have to pay between 60.000 
(+/- 88 €) and 80.000 pesos (+/- 118 €), as oppose to the minimum wage for a Chilean, 
129.000 pesos (+/- 190 €).  
 
For Ariqueños who require domestic assistance, employing a Peruvian servant means a 
significant cost saving. Maid work is best characterized as informal work where typically the 
market for maids is unregulated and exists outside the purview of the government. Portes and 
Schauffler (1993:48) note that this type of work falls under the informal sector and may be 
defined as “income-earning activities unregulated by the state in a context where similar 
activities are so regulated”. That said, some maids may actually work under the auspices of 
governmental norms (e.g., receive the legal minimum wage, pay Social Security and income 
taxes, etc.), but the vast majority work as informals in albeit illegal activities. However these 
activities are not considered in the same manner as typical criminal activities such as drug 
smuggling and prostitution (Pisani & Yoskowitz, 2002, pg. 3). As this quote implies, is that 
the Peruvian servants in Arica can be placed in the category of servant/domestic labour-
literature in other parts of the world. Because servant or domestic work or is seen as low 
skilled work and therefore many minorities work in this sector. Not only in the Peru-Chile 
situation, but almost everywhere. 
 
Why have Chilean employers begun to hire foreign domestic workers? In part, this pattern 
reflects some general economic trends that have increased the need for domestic workers, 
decreased the number of native-born workers available for household service, and raised the 
costs of hiring household labour (Staab & Maher, 2006, pg. 90). As is the same case in Arica. 
Chileans do not want to do the household anymore, and therefore Peruvians are a perfect 
solution for the shortage of Chilean labourers in the Ariquen household market. 
 
4.2.2 Construction 
 
In construction there are many jobs. Building and maintaining roads, sewers, houses, offices 
and all manner of urban infrastructure and systems associated with a successful economy. 
There is an ever-ongoing demand for labourers. Most are Chilean, but this sector includes a 
large group of Peruvians as well. Most male commuters get jobs in construction. Peruvians 
work without contract because most construction jobs are on a project basis; employers do not 
want to start the process of applying for a (cost and time consuming) visa. 
 
In this sector, health insurance is an important issue, because of the dangerous work it 
involves. Despite this, many Peruvians work without a contract and thus without insurance. If 
they have an accident at work, they have to pay for treatment and must accept that there will 
be no income in their recovery time. 
 
Peruvians offer themselves at the international bus station and if a Chilean employer needs 
someone they go and choose workers at this bus station. This is how the commuters get in 
touch with their Chilean employers. - Apparently a good way for the employers to recruit 
manpower, and for potential employees to find a job. 
 
In construction, the wages for illegal labour are higher than in the other sectors, due to the 
physical side of the job and the dangers involved. In chapter 4.4 I will come back to the 
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constructors, because I interviewed two Peruvian commuters that work for a 
telecommunication network company. 
 
4.2.3 Agriculture 
 
This group is a bit different than the others. Where in other sectors Peruvians are described as 
cheap labour, in the agricultural sector Peruvians are actively approached because of their 
skills, especially in the olive sector. According to many farmers, (like Lombardi and Bezma 
(2006)) Peruvians are more skilled and dedicated in picking the olives and they work faster, 
so that the harvesting period is shortened (Lombardi, 2006). Another factor is that during the 
harvest period the Chilean labour force is not sufficient to supply all farms with enough 
labourers. Hence during the harvest season, employers actively search for Peruvian labourers. 
 
Within most of the agricultural sector, Peruvians get the same wage as Chileans, the only 
difference with Chileans is that they work without a contract. This ‘informal’ status is due to 
the bureaucratic process, which is inefficient and time- and cost consuming in order to give 
admission to the Peruvians to work with a contract. The harvest-season is only a short period 
(approximately three months) and the whole process of getting a temporary visa for 
international employees takes more than three months. Because the Peruvians don’t get a visa, 
they do not get any services like health care. This is a risk for the labourers, but the money 
earned in the olive picking is very good for them and they do not seem to care about health 
insurance and are willing to take the risk of being injured. 
 
In a big olive farm like Lombardi, 30 full-time Peruvians are employed. 20 of them are 
informal, 10 work with a contract. In the harvest season they hire more Peruvian labourers 
because of their working skills and the insufficient Chilean labour force (Lombardi 2006). 
At another farm, Bezma, they do the same. During the harvest season they rather have 
Peruvians. At Bezma they say that they rather give the Peruvians a contract, because giving a 
contract is better for the employees and for the employer especially because of ley 889 (before 
2007). But because of the bureaucratic process and the relative short contracting period of the 
picking-season, it is not worth starting the administrative process for obtaining a visa (Bezma, 
2006). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6 At the international bus station of Arica 
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4.3 Commuters and the sectors of labour 
 
Knowing the commuters and knowing where they go, it is important to see what where they 
go, what they do and what their impact and influence is on the sectors they are active in. This 
paragraph will give an overview of these sectors. The following tables show numbers per 
occupation group and per economic sector.  
 
First region 
of Chile 

Labourers per occupation group in 1000nds of people 

Total 
labourers 
(x 1000) 

Professionals, 
Technicians, 

Clerks, 
administration 

Domestic 
employees 

Salesmen Agriculture 

189,83 16,10 7,16 26,97 25,29 17,53 
Drivers Handcrafts 

and operators 
Other 
handcrafts 

Construction Personal 
services 

Other 
labour 

17,28 31,19 6,84 14,97 21,05 5,45 
Table 2 Labourers per occupation Source: www.ine.cl, 2007 
 
These numbers are totals of the whole first region of Chile, hence this includes Iquique and 
the hinterlands of Arica and Iquique. The direct environment of Arica is about 1/3rd of the size 
of Iquique and in Arica and its surroundings there are no mines. Therefore, to make an 
estimation of the total sectors in Arica I will use 1/3rd of the numbers as shown in the tables. 
With this I estimation I can see how many labourers work in the sectors where the Peruvians 
are active in. These are the domestic employees, agriculture and construction. Hence, 
numbers for Arica would be: 
 
Labourers per sector (x 1000nds of people) 
Domestic Agriculture Construction Total Arica 
8,90 5,78 4,94 19, 62 
Table 3 Labourers per sector in Arica 
 
Estimating the impact of the Peruvian becomes imprecise because no exact numbers are 
available of the people per sector in Arica and the exact numbers of commuters.  
Estimateded there are about 3000 Peruvian commuters that work in Arica every week. These 
numbers are apart from the merchants and professionals. An obvious characteristic of the 
commuters is that most of them work in the domestic sector. If I have to make estimation, 
based on interviews, 60% is domestic, 20% agriculture and 20% construction. This gives 
numbers of 1800 Peruvian domestic employees, 600 Peruvians in Agriculture and 600 in 
construction. Respectively, the percentage of labourers in each sector could be divided as the 
following:  
 
Peruvian Labourers per sector (x 1000nds of people) 
Domestic Agriculture Construction Total Arica 
1,8 0,6 0,6 3,0 
Table 4 Peruvian Labourers per sector in Arica 
 

http://www.ine.cl
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Percentage of total Peruvian labourers per sector 
Domestic Agriculture Construction Total Arica 
20 % 10% 12% 15% 
Table 5 Percentage of total Peruvian labourers per sector in Arica 
 
Hence, 15% of the total Ariquen labourers in those three sectors are Peruvian. In the domestic 
sector, 20% is Peruvian, in the Agriculture sector 10% is Peruvian and in Construction 12% is 
Peruvian. These numbers show that the influence of Peruvians in those sectors is quiet large 
(1/5th in the domestic sector for example).  
The money that goes around in this group is high. Taken into account that no tax is paid and 
almost all money is brought towards Peru, it has an impact on the economy of Arica, because 
money flows out of this community.  
 
4.4 The story behind the commuter 
 
The Peruvian commuters are difficult to interview. 
For the Chilean government it is almost impossible 
to ask question about their status in Chile and 
about their work. Because of the informal status of 
the Peruvians, they are very suspicious of talking 
to anyone about their work and life. As a European 
(or Gringo as explained in frame 1), it was easier 
to get close to the Peruvians, because they realized 
I couldn’t be from the government. So it helped 
being from a different origin in this case.  
 
I interviewed 50 people at the bus station, and six 
at other locations. Those six are people whom I got 
in touch with through friends and acquaintances. I 
was able to interview those six people more 
thoroughly; four of them will be used in this 
chapter. 
The group of commuters I interviewed cannot be 
seen as a representative sample, but it does say 
something about the lives of Peruvian commuters 
and therefore I believe it important to show these 
results in this thesis. The 50 interviews at the bus station are used throughout this thesis and 
are not separately analysed in paragraphs. 
 
The first commuter I interviewed is Norma. Norma is a 20-year-old girl, who commutes to 
and from Tacna every week and works as a servant in Arica. Her employers work in the 
hospital and therefore needed someone to look after the children and the house on weekdays. 
Before Norma came to the family, the grandmother took care of the children, but now, a 
servant does it. 
During the week, Norma lives in with her employing family. This is common with servants. 
In weekends, she travels to Tacna, where her whole family lives in one house. With grandma, 
mother and three children. Her father works in the mines in the north of Peru, and only comes 
home every now and again. 

Gringo! 
 
Gringo comes from Mexico and as a white 
tourist you will hear this word all the time. 
Gringo stands for ‘Green-Go’ in the times 
that U.S. military occasionally crossed the 
border to Mexico in order to prevent people 
from crossing or to find drugs. The Mexicans 
who did not know any English started saying 
Green Go, referring to the green army 
colours of the American soldiers. Hence, 
Gringo literally means U.S. soldier go! But 
nowadays stand for all North Americans that 
come to the south. And being white means 
you are from the U.S. If you can prove 
different, you are ‘officially’ not a Gringo, 
but most people will say this to you, based on 
your skin colour. (Walker, 2006). It might 
just be an easy word to shout at white people, 
but in my opinion, in many occasions people 
will say it in one line with negative ness and 
rather see you go than come  

Frame 1 Gringo! 
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Travelling back to Peru is an appreciable journey, with the border as a time consuming 
barrier. But Norma doesn’t mind going back and forth every week as she is able to see her 
family and friends. Her travel across the border is therefore a positive issue in her life. She has 
a nice life in Chile, but her heart is, and will always be, in Peru. In Arica, although there is a 
reasonable level of communication between the two nationalities, it is mostly on a superficial 
level and it is difficult to make friends with Chileans. She knows more Peruvians than 
Chileans,.  
 
The money Norma earns in Arica is handed to her in cash; no tax, no health insurance and no 
formalities. This is because she works without contract. If she would have a contract she 
would need a visa, a passport and many other documents and paperwork. Plus the employer 
would be obliged to pay more which most employers can’t or simply don’t want to pay. 
Norma doesn’t mind to work without the contract, for her, like most other commuters, it is 
only a formality.  
 
The money is brought back to Tacna, where part of it is invested in the family and another 
part is for her own savings, for study purposes and some pocket money. The income of her 
mother and father is basically completely used to pay for the education of her younger sister 
and brother - her family is focused on the future, which is, especially compared to many other 
families in Peru, impressive and praiseworthy. 
 
Questioned about the border itself Norma answers that she doesn’t see the border as a barrier. 
It is not the control that bothers her, but it is the time that it takes. She never encounters any 
problems with the crossing. This is a general opinion. Only exceptionally do Peruvian 
commuters experience difficulties, usually delays caused by people with illegal goods or 
exceeding their Seven-day visa. Then the waiting time is, especially in the weekends, very 
annoying. 
 
Crossing the border, and the journey from and to work every week is necessary; “it is a part of 
life” and going to Chile is an opportunity to have a better economic living standard and better 
future. She sees her life as 2-sided, on the one hand, there is the weekdays working and 
earning, and on the other side, the weekends are to enjoy, eat, buy and other free-time 
activities. In Norma’s case there is a clear difference between her Peruvian life, which she 
basically sees as her relaxing and valuable time, and her Chilean life, which is purely based 
on economic benefits. Another important difference she mentioned, are the family ties. In 
Chile, there is more individualism. Family ties in Peru are tighter. Norma prefers the Peruvian 
society to Chilean. 
 
Another commuter I interviewed more thoroughly is Carla. I got to know Carla through the 
owner of the first hostel I stayed in. Carla works next door, in a so-called ‘private house’. 
Carla tells me, she works as a domestic employee. I would more describe it as the 
‘entertainment business.’ Carla lives in the house, together with her daughter. She doesn’t 
have a direct employer, but basically her employer is the owner of the house. Together with 
other women she runs the business and the money earned is without contract.  
Carla comes into Arica with her DNI and travels back to Peru one day in the week. Then she 
just goes there for shopping and travels back the same day. It is only to obtain her seven-days 
visa. She does not have many relatives in Tacna. Her family lives in Ica, a city between Lima 
and Tacna. 
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When I asked her about the border, and how it influences her life or choices, she tells me that 
the border is just a necessity and she doesn’t mind travelling across it except when it is very 
busy, - especially from Friday till Sunday, because of the waiting time. The border influences 
her life because she is able to cross it from Peru into Chile and she is able to earn more than in 
Peru, even though by Chilean standards she doesn’t earn much and given that Chile as a 
country is more expensive. Another issue that bothers her, or at least notices, is the fact that 
Chilean law is stricter, and so interferes with people’s lives too much.  
 
She doesn’t like her current situation, mostly because she misses her family and friends. But 
she is realistic and knows that her opportunities in Peru are too few.  
Carla, as oppose to Norma, says that finding friends in Chile is not difficult, and people are 
very friendly to her. In my eyes, it helps she does not look like a typical “Peruana” and 
therefore encounters less discrimination. 
 
Two other commuters I got to know through a constructor who had two Peruvian colleagues. 
He arranged a meeting with them, but I felt a bit uncomfortable because they where very 
suspicious and didn’t want to talk to me at start. But with help from the Chilean man that 
arranged the meeting they finally started to talk. They wanted to stay anonymous. They 
realized that they are illegal workers in Chile, and they don’t trust anyone who asks them 
about their lives, afraid of losing their jobs or rights to travel across the border. In this 
description I will call them constructor 1 and constructor 2. 
 
They both work in construction. To be precise, they work at a telephone network company 
and maintain the constructions concerning the communication networks. 
Both originate from the Puno area. Their families live there and every now and again, they 
travel home. But during working periods they mainly just go to Tacna in order to receive their 
seven-days visa. Hence on weekdays they live in residentials (a sort of family-run hostel) in 
Arica, and on the weekends, they live in residentials in Tacna. As a consequence these two 
labourers have a very unsettled existence; never really at home, just earning money in Chile. 
Constructor 1 used to work in agriculture in Peru, Constructor 2 worked in transportation, but 
both moved about one year ago. The main reason to move was to earn more and because of 
the work available in Arica. How are they able to make the shift in job sectors? And why 
would an employer hire them instead of someone with a profession? The respondents did not 
have an answer to this. They said they just made the move and for some reason or the other, 
employers just rent cheap persons as oppose to - more expensive - professionals. Now they 
earn enough to live and to support their families back home. If they worked in Peru, they 
would earn about half of what they earn in Chile. Both try to save money in order to travel 
back home and to stop working for a period of time. When money runs out, they will come 
back to work again. 
 
When they first arrived, they were a bit unsure about finding a job and about maintaining 
themselves. Other people told them about the possibilities in Chile, but nobody helped them 
finding a job. They managed to find a job, without any contract, meaning they had to travel 
back and forth between the two countries. They, as well as the other respondents, see this 
journey as necessary and do not think about it too much; it is part of all day life. 
About their lives in Chile, both think the same way. (Maybe it is because the interview is held 
with them together and therefore the more dominant constructor 1 is repeated by constructor 
2.) They find Chile more organized and strict. This makes living less comfortable. Also 
making contact with the local inhabitants is difficult. They have a very different culture and 
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even the language is different. This is why they mainly stick together with Peruvians and do 
not interfere with Chileans too much. 
 
From these four examples some general conclusions can be drawn. Not all the Peruvians think 
the same about these subjects, but there is some generalism in the answers of the respondents. 
Some of the answers are obvious, others surprising. The fact is that little has been done to 
research the Peruvian group or the situation as existing in Arica by the local governments. On 
the following pages I will review more information about the commuters. 
 
From the paragraphs in this chapter I can extract some distinctive problems and issues. The 
main issue the commuters encounter while travelling towards Chile, is that they miss their 
families and Peru. They say that family is the most important matter in their life. Furthermore, 
they find Peru less strict and in Chile they miss freedom. 
 
Another important issue is that Peruvians earn about three to four times more in Chile than 
they do in Peru; a very important fact in trying to understand the commuter flow. Most 
Peruvian commuters do not care about a contract and health insurance. For them having a job 
is more important than being insured or being legal. They are happy with what they have, not 
unhappy of what they do not have. 
 

Most of the commuters that work in Arica did not have a job 
before they started commuting. So they went from nothing to 
everything and to achieve this, they do not mind crossing 
borders, travelling and leaving their families for a period of 
time. It is part of life and crossing the border is an all-day-life 
necessity. Most do not like to travel on Saturday or Sunday 
because the border is to busy, but because of working hours 
they do not have a choice to travel on another day or time. 
 
Most commuters have a travelling existence. During the week 
they work and live in Arica where they do not have much 
contact with Chileans. They mostly just get along with other 
Peruvians. In the weekends they live in Tacna; some with 
family, some just in hostels. In Tacna they buy their majority of 
goods that are needed for living, apart from food. Here I mean 
clothes, electrical goods, magazines etc.  

 
For most Peruvians in the Tacna-Arica region life is at survival level or barely above it. 
People do need money to exist and to maintain their families. Most of them do not have spare 
money to spend on other goods than basics for living. In a sense, they live only to work and 
eat, which, especially viewed through my western eyes, is a very bad situation. For them, it is 
everyday life and they are happy to have some money. Many Peruvians live worse lives than 
the commuters - an issue I started to realize while I was there. The border is not necessarily an 
obstacle, but an opportunity for Peruvians to improve their lives. 
 
Improving their lives in the sense of better wages, doesn’t necessarily mean an improvement 
in welfare of the family. Apart from earning more money, consequential effects of the 
international commuting can’t be neglected.  
For the commuting women this means that children are often alone throughout the week, 
taken care of by the oldest child or maternal family. Many fathers from these families work in 

Figure 7 Sign at the 
international bus station 



Cross border commuters in the Chilean–Peruvian border region 
 

 - 35 of 55 - 

mines or construction somewhere in the country, and only come home once a month or less” 
(Ortega, 2006). Hence, many families do live together but in reality they are more individual 
than they would like to be. Mothers commute and live in Arica throughout the week, and in 
most families, the husbands work in the mines or agriculture somewhere in Peru. Children are 
frequently raised by their grandparents or by their brothers or sisters. This situation is 
disturbing when related to the development of the children. Because they will be raised as 
individuals who are used to work all their live and all their time.  
 
In order to alleviate this problem of mothers that have to leave their children at home, the 
Chilean government allows Peruvian children of ‘commuters’ to take education in Chile. 
Some mothers take their children with them to Arica, in order to give them education and to 
spend the time with raising the children as oppose to leaving them home alone. 
 
After analysing the commuter group I will now continue with the border which the 
commuters encounter in their weekly journey. The following chapter will give an insight in 
the reality of this border and it daily function. 
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CHAPTER 5 THE BORDER 
 
The border between Peru and Chile has only one crossing point. This point is called 
Chacalluta. The same name is used for the nearby tax-free zone and airport. Here, at the 
crossing, there are two checkpoints, one on the Chilean side, and one on the Peruvian side. In 
between there is a stretch of 100 meters no-mans-land. This ‘no-mans-land’ used to be about 
500 meters, but both countries moved their checkpoints closer to the official border. This is 
more a political game, than a functional move. Chile already uses the checkpoint, which is 
close to the border. Peru is still building, expecting to be finished by end 2007. 
 
I will first describe how the border crossing takes place between the two countries in order to 
understand the all day life situation of the Peruvian commuters.  
 
5.1 A daily situation: Crossing the border from Chile to Peru 
 
As a tourist, crossing the border for the first time is somewhat stressful. However as long as 
you follow the instructions from your driver, everything is straightforward.. I have personally 
crossed the Border around 15 times during my research. The experience has given me some 
valuable insight into the lives of our subject commuters; - lives of people who try to maintain 
themselves and their family by regularly crossing an international border to work in another 
country. 
 
Approach the border from the Chilean side, you pass 
the former checkpoint, which on some days, serves as 
an extra check. Normally you drive onward to the 
official, Chacalluta crossing. At the border, everybody 
has to leave the car or bus, and the driver goes to the 
office with a list of all and all passports/ID cards.. 
Everybody has to line up in the same order as on the 
list.. As a foreigner one must also to hand in your 
‘tourist-visa’, obtained at entering Chile the first day. 
If you do so, you get an exit-stamp and you are 
allowed to progress across the Chilean Border into the 
no-mans-land zone. Here, the driver waits with the 
empty car or bus that has, in the meantime, been 
checked for drugs, persons and other illegal goods. 
Everybody gets back on the vehicle again and the 
vehicle moves forward towards the Peruvian border 
past the new Peruvian Customs/Immigration building 
expected complete October 2007. 
 
Arriving at the existing Peruvian Border crossing 
everybody has to leave the vehicle again, - as for the 
exit from Chile. Now however, you also have to hand 
in a completed form in order to get a ‘tourist-visa’ for 
Peru (figure 8), and an entrance stamp, which allows a 
tourist 90 days into the country. After these 
formalities you go through ‘bag-control’, a check your 
bag for prohibited fruits, vegetables, drugs and other 
illegal goods, like ‘ropa-Americana’. Only one bag of Figure 8 Tourist visa for Peru 
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these ropa-Americana may be caried into Peru, because, as mentioned before, the government 
is afraid that nobody will buy from the official companies.  
After the, in my eyes, placebo check (which is more to intimidate than an actual check), we 
can walk further and enter Peru. Here, the driver and the vehicle are waiting and checked by 
border officials. Mostly they will find some hidden ‘ropa-Americana’ and they will confiscate 
the objects or let the owner pay tax over the goods. After all the checks, forms, stamps and 
officials we continue the trip 50 kilometres into Peru, to the first city, Tacna. 
 
Crossing the border from the other side (from Peru to Chile), you will encounter the same 
procedure, although now you will have two luggage checks, one on the Peruvian side, and one 
on the Chilean side. 
 
At the border Chileans and foreigners from other continents usually cross without difficulty, 
save of course for the usual official paperwork. The same does not appear to apply to 
Peruvian nationals who are much more likely to experience difficulty not only on the Chilean 
side, as one would expect, but also on the Peruvian side of the border. 
It is difficult to understand why this should be, but I will try to give an idea based on my own 
experience combined with interviews with Peruvians and government officials.  
 
Chileans crossing are mainly tourists, who will go shopping, eating and gambling in Tacna. 
Similarly foreigners cross because they are travelling through the continent and will likely 
bring money. Chilean officials have strict orders from the government to let these spenders 
and foreigners with a passport through without too much interference. 
Peruvians, on the other hand, have trouble on both checkpoints. Not the people interviewed, 
but people who go back and forth occasionally (on a daily basis) are hassled by the border 
officials. This is what you will see at the border crossing. 
  
Officials know that the Peruvians that travel on tourist visa are, more often than not, travelling 
to Chile for work. They also know that the government of Arica tolerates this illegality. In 
such circumstances, the actual application of border policy becomes vague, arbitrary and 
unofficial (Zuñiga, 2006). 
 
The result is that in an effort to stem an even bigger flow of people from the interior of Peru 
towards Tacna and the border, both sets of customs officials try to make it as difficult as 
possible. Too easy a crossing and more people will come to the border region for a try at 
getting through.. However, given the finite number of job opportunities in Chile, most of the 
hopeful new commuters will fail to get work and return penniless putting yet more pressure 
on the city of Tacna.  
 
5.2 At the Chilean border, Policia de Investigaciones  
 
The agency controlling the Chilean border is the Policia de Investigaciones. All records and 
statistics concerning the border are held here.  
 
Bernardino Cardenor from the Policia de Investigaciones reported that the office controls six 
border sections: Chacalluta (Chile-Peru), Chungara (Chile-Bolivia), Visviri (Chile-Bolivia), 
the port, the train, and the airport. During the period January - June 2006 1.912.366 persons 
crossed of whom 1.043.163 were Peruvians. Ie, more than 50% of border crossings in these 
six months were Peruvians. 
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Apparently most of these Peruvians cross the border around 
4.00 pm on Saturdays and return to Chile around 6.00 pm on 
Sundays. Ie., Peruvians spend less than 24 hours in their 
home country, and appear to return mainly to meet the 
restrictions of the seven-days visa. The visa consists of a 
small piece of paper containing information about the 
commuter which will be validated by a customs stamp. An 
example visa is shown in figure 9 
 
In the near future, the local governments of Tacna and Arica 
want to change the crossing. from the current two national 
checkpoints border to a single, joint, Peruvian/Chilean-
checkpoint as shown in figure 10. 
 
This change in policy will improve the quality of crossing the 
border which should become less time consuming and less 
stressful. On the other hand, making the crossing easier and 
quicker, might attract more commuters to the border. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 9 Seven-days visa for 
Arica 
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Figure 10 Left: current situation with two checkpoints on either side; Right: future situation with 
checkpoints on one side of the border 
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CHAPTER 6 THE IMPACT OF COMMUTING AND THE BORDER ON THE 
COMMUTERS AND THE REGION 
 
The effects and impact of commuting in the Tacna-Arica region are partly visible within this 
region, some are very obvious, others are less evident but deeper rooted - and harder to grasp. 
The impact influences almost the whole community in the sending and the receiving city.  
 
From the data gathered in the Tacna-Arica region the effects on those communities can 
mostly be found in the areas of employment, ‘us’ and ‘them’ (discrimination and ‘othering’), 
illegality, flows of people and money. To understand what kind of effects can be 
distinguished and what their influence is, I will address attention to these issues separately. 
 
6.1 Impact on employment 
 
Commuters in the Tacna-Arica region have an influence on employment rates in both cities. 
But what is the size of this influence and how ‘bad’ or ‘good’ is it for the communities 
involved. In the Tacna-Arica region Tacna is the sending community and Arica is the 
receiving community.  
 
In the city of Tacna, the outflux as well as the influx of people is high. There is a constant 
flow of people to and from this city. This includes the people that commute to Arica on a 
weekly basis and merchants who cross the border with their goods in order to sell them in 
Tacna or to transport them further into Peru.  
There is however, another group that has to be mentioned, namely the migrants that come to 
Tacna from other parts of Peru, in order to prepare to move towards Chile. Many Peruvians 
that come to Tacna eventually want to make the leap into the other country, in order to find a 
job or to earn better wages.  
 
Tourism also plays an important role in Tacna. Chileans particularly go there to eat, drink, 
gamble, shop because of lower prices and the relative good quality of services. Because of all 
these flows of people together, Tacna can be determined as a city of flows. Such dynamics 
create much direct and indirect employment in the city. From retailers to hoteliers, from taxi 
drivers to cooks. But what is the proportionate influence of commuters, this research focus, on 
employment rates in Tacna?  
 
With commuting towards another city, in general, people work somewhere else and earn 
money they bring back into the community where they live. The receiving community 
benefits from the labour resource; the sending community from the resource of capital. 
In Tacna, it is this money that generates more employment. Money earned in Chile is spent on 
family at home, mostly in Tacna. Not just food and staples, but luxury goods, clothes and 
public and personal services. Commuters income is ‘imported’ and spent – providing more 
cashflow for other people selling goods and services. For example, commuters need to be 
transported, most commuters don’t own a car, so they are dependent on transport companies. 
Because of this, many people work in bus or taxi services. The list is endless – right down to 
many currency traders at the border and border officials themselves (Aduana). More people 
are employed in the border-crossing ‘business’ that is created by the commuters.  
 
One negative issue has to be mentioned. That is the flow of people that come to Tacna from 
other parts of Peru with the idea of commuting or migrating to Chile – and fail, return to and 
then remain in Tacna - and join the job market there. These unsuccessful ‘commuters’ create a 
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lot of pressure on employment in Tacna which is influenced because there is a surplus of 
labour and therefore wages are lower.  
 
In most instances of international migration or commuting, the draw off surplus labour from 
the sending country might be expected to reduce unemployment and perhaps cause wages to 
rise. Equally, the arrival of additional new workers in the receiving country should 
correspondingly cause wages there to fall” (Stalker, 2000, pg 75).  
But because of the influx of other Peruvians into Tacna that try to commute or migrate 
doesn’t cause wages to rise; the opposite happens in the receiving region. Where the migrant 
moves into a region, which either does not have full employment, or at least does not suffer 
from specific shortages, then the impact is potentially less positive. In such cases the impact 
of the migration is to exert downward pressure on the recipient region’s wage levels. 
Although the migrant benefits from a higher wage than at home and can provide remittances 
accordingly, the impact on domestic demand in the recipient region could be negative 
(domestic incomes reduced and not replaced by migrants’ incomes which are largely remitted 
home). 
 
In the home region, the impact on wages and incomes through out-migration is also uncertain. 
The most obvious outcome is to argue that the reduction in excess labour supply has 
beneficial effects on wage levels. However, the loss of more productive younger workers may 
make production and the adaptation to new techniques more difficult and thus the short-run 
effect is a cumulative downward spiral” (Van Houtum & Van der Velde, 2000, pg. 42).  
Therefore, the wages on both sides of the border will be influenced by the commuter flow. 
Presumably, wages in Arica will fall, or not rise too much, because of the major inflow of 
cheap willing workers. 
In Tacna wages will also not rise too much, because of the high unemployment rate. If wages 
rise, some migrants, motivated by prospective savings in travel time and commuting costs, 
will stop commuting and find a job in Tacna. 
  
Recapitulating and combining the theories and empirical data from this paragraph into an 
answer to the question what influence the commuters have on employment in Tacna, it 
appears that:  
Successful commuters directly create jobs in the city of Tacna, stimulating employment by 
spending money they earned in Chile. The downside is that not everybody arriving from the 
hinterland with high hopes is able to commute successfully to Chile. Many Peruvians end up 
without work but stay in Tacna, which leaves Tacna with a high unemployment rate and 
lower wages. 
 
In turn, the commuters have influence on the receiving community as well. Now I will 
address my attention to this receiving community, Arica. In Arica, the Peruvian commuters 
work in sectors where conditions and pay are unattractive to Chileans. 
 
Peruvian commuters influence wage levels in Arica because they work for relatively less 
money without contracts and are cheaper in terms of direct and indirect costs than Chilean 
employees. There is a pattern of lower wages for certain jobs especially the lower income 
sector. Those Chileans who do work in the lower income jobs in Arica, earn less than their 
comparative colleagues in other cities of Chile because of the surplus of cheap Peruvian 
labourers. Although there hasn’t been any systematic evaluation or research on this subject, - 
whether the lower wages and the proximity of the border is correlated - it is an entirely 
plausible idea. 
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In short, the commuters do not have an enormous influence on employment rates in Arica 
overall, except in the lower-income jobs. Even then official employment rates are not affected 
because the commuters enter on a seven day tourist visa and are therefore not counted as 
employed/unemployed. However, because of the influx of cheap Peruvian labour, Chilean 
labourers often cannot find work. In reality therefore, unemployment rates in Arica are 
influenced by Peruvians.  
 
A positive effect of the commuter group on employment is the jobs they create. Many 
commuters have to live in Arica during the week and if they cannot stay at the house of their 
employer (as most servants do), they will rent a room in one of the many ‘residentials’. These 
are houses with rooms, run by a family. During the week they are occupied by commuters, in 
the weekends they are quiet.  
Also in the border-business the commuters create jobs. On the Chilean side of the border there 
is much work for border officials and transporting companies.  
 
It should also be said that Peruvian commuters do not automatically take jobs away from the 
Chileans. Many of the jobs done by Peruvians are on offer because the Chileans don’t want 
them – for social or economic reasons. This is the “local labour” expressed by Stalker (2000). 
It are jobs at the bottom of the social ladder, as most Chileans will describe it. Low paid and 
low skilled work. 
 
From the perspective of the host country, migration may affect the participation rates of native 
workers and the extent to which immigrants displace these workers. This will have an impact 
on local unemployment rates, wages, and welfare. Depending on the relative size of these 
effects there may be different relationships between the rate of growth in the host country and 
the proportion of immigrants” (Van Houtum & Van der Velde, 2000, pg. 36).  
Commuters influence job creation, wage levels and unemployment rates in both cities. In 
Arica because commuting migrants work for relatively low pay in menial tasks and, as it 
were, below government statistical radar - the direct, official influence those commuters have 
on employment rates is small. 
However, in the case of commuters or migrants that do remain in Tacna it is clear that their 
influence on employment rates is high. Those non-commuters stay in Tacna and put 
significant pressure on the local job market. 
 
A phenomenon encountered in Tacna is the so called organised recruitment of migrant 
labourers. While personal contacts and networking are responsible for a high proportion of 
immigration and employment, the scale of activity has also created something of a 
commercial “migration industry” that provides many of the same services. 
 
This is not a new phenomenon. Since the times of slavery, workers have been shipped to 
where they are needed. At times of rapid economic growth, European countries have set up 
recruitment offices to boost the supply of volunteers (Stalker, 2000, pg. 122). This especially 
applies to the recruitment of labourers during the harvest seasons. Many agencies or labour 
brokers actively recruit people locally in Tacna, in order to send them to Arica making 
commuting towards Arica easier and more accessible. Many workers travel independently, 
but an increasing proportion nowadays use labour brokers” (Stalker, 2000, pg. 123). The 
recruitment of Peruvian labourers for the Chilean market is an illegal activity and is not 
regulated meaning that labourers are easily exploited.  
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6.2 Impact of the illegal work status 
 
Within the region of Tacna and Arica, the Peruvian commuters have a special status. They are 
not officially allowed to work in Chile, but because of the knowledge that Arica needs cheap 
labour; they can easily cross into Chile. However, for them travel is restricted to Arica. If they 
want to travel further, they need a ‘real’ tourist visa. Although the status of Peruvian labourers 
is illegal as regards work they are perfectly legitimate ‘tourists’ with seven days visa and may 
move freely toward Arica. 
 
The question that I want to raise is how this illegal work-status, ie., for ‘tourists’ with no 
contract, affects the Peruvian commuters and whether it impacts on their relations with the 
local citizens.  
 
Working without a contract creates some 
risks and problems. First, government of 
Arica cannot track migrants and are 
therefore prepared to recognize problems 
or to adapt policy on the developments in 
some sectors. Furthermore the government 
is unable to collect tax-income on earnings. 
Another problem with the illegal work 
status is insurance. If a Peruvian ‘tourist’ 
migrant is injured or otherwise unable to 
work there is no guaranteed healthcare or 
wage cover. However, most commuters are 
willing to take this risk. Not having a 
contract also makes the Peruvians 
vulnerable to the whim of their employer. 
The employer can choose who and when 
he or she wants to fire. Peruvians have no job security and therefore they are willing to work 
very hard and never complain, even when complaint is warranted. This is a major problem 
with illegal work-status but very difficult to analyse.  
 
Wages are in most cases lower than those for equivalent Chilean employees in domestic 
service and construction. In agriculture the wages are about the same for everybody, because 
many farmers do want to employ Peruvian labourers. Many farmers believe they are better 
skilled and work faster which is good for profits during the harvest season. 
 
Most Peruvians accept the risks and inconvenience associated with commuting on a tourist 
visa. Some do mind the weekly trip back to Peru in order to re-apply for a visa. They do feel 
somewhat controlled by the governments, but the fact that they work without a visa is purely a 
regulatory matter for them and doesn’t affect or restrain them greatly. As long as they are 
healthy and have work, the commuters do not complain. They would prefer to work and live 
in Peru, but are prepared to accept difficulties of working in Chile for all the advantages it 
brings. 
 
One issue I raised in the question of this paragraph, is how the illegal work-status affects the 
commuters’ relation to the local citizens of Arica. I already mentioned the relation between 
Peruvians and Chileans, a certain lack of integration with each other and their separate spaces 
within the city. Living as a commuter in another country makes the Peruvians outsiders and 

Figure 11 Waiting in line at the Chilean border to 
get an entry stamp or 7 days visa for Chile 
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less accepted in the receiving country. This is partly because their temporary status in Arica 
five or six days every week and the fact that they do jobs which are often socially 
unattractive.  
 
6.3 Impact on economy 
 
As I started this chapter, flows of people and money have impact on both cities in the Tacna-
Arica region. Here I will analyse how big this impact is and how this impact is established. 
Hence, what influence do the commuters have on flows of money and how do these flows of 
money influence both cities.  
 
An effect of the commuter flow for the Peruvian city of Tacna, are remittances. Remittances 
are resources send back to the home country by migrants. In this case, money earned by 
labourers (commuters) in Arica, is taken back to Tacna and invested in the family and 
community. This is a negative effect for Arica, because the money flows to Peru, and it slows 
down the development of Arica (Zuñiga, 2006). 
 
Remittances have, apart from their benefits to migrants and their families, a stimulus to 
economic development and thus inhibit further emigration” (Stalker, 2000, pg. 79). Within the 
Tacna-Arica region, the size of the remittances flow is not exactly known, and at the moment, 
impossible to track. Because the biggest group of commuters come to Chile on a ‘tourist visa’ 
they do not have a legal working permit.  
Those with an official contract pay taxes in Chile and their influence on remittances is very 
low. Most have migrated permanently toward Arica or other parts of Chile with their 
families..  
 
For the approximately 3000 weekly commuters, no official figures are known. Estimates can 
be made, but it would be an unscientific estimation. Peruvians household incomes average 
60.000 to 80.000 pesos per month (about 90 – 120 euro). In construction and agriculture, most 
people earn slightly more. The wages that people earn in Chile are about three to four times as 
much as the wages earned in Peru (Ortega, 2006). Amounts remitted are difficult to check 
because they flow towards Peru through informal channels, and not through banks or official 
changing agencies. It remains however that the money earned by Peruvians is invested in 
Peru, not in Chile.  
 
The income from remittances has been a boon to many poor countries as a source of foreign 
exchange. But what effect does it have on the economy as a whole, and on future migration? 
A criticism frequently levelled is that remittances are used primarily for consumption rather 
than for investment – and are thus unlikely to have a positive effect on their home 
communities. Studies in the Caribbean, for example, found that remittances were largely spent 
on food, clothes, and housing. In Lesotho remittances have been spent mostly on consumption 
items, consumer durables, livestock and housing. A review in the South Pacific found that 
remittances were used in seven main areas: first, to pay debts (many connected with the 
expense of migration); second, for the purchase of consumer goods, particularly food; third, 
the construction or improvement of housing; fourth, for savings or financial investment; fifth, 
for investment in businesses such as stores or transport; sixth, on community organizations 
(primarily churches); and seventh, for social purposes such as weddings. 
 
Given the immediate needs of migrants and their families, it is hardly surprising that so much 
is directed to immediate consumption. The low level of education of many migrants will also 
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reduce their opportunities to make more productive use of their funds. Even better-educated 
migrants will often find a lack of viable investment opportunities (Stalker, 2000, pg.81). In 
this quote from Stalker it becomes clear that most products bought by remittances are not seen 
as good investments.  
 
During my own research, I found this ‘lack of investment’ a surprising aspect of spending – 
not only in the region of Tacna and Arica, but also in other parts of Latin America. Many 
houses look poorly constructed and badly maintained from the exterior but inside they are 
well equipped with big TVs, computers with rapid internet connections and a big kitchen.  
 
For me, this doesn’t automatically mean that they invest wrongly: TV is one of the most 
important - and for most families also cheapest - way of entertainment and information 
gathering. Investing in computers makes the people connected to the rest of world, which will 
give them better international opportunities. What for us might be seen as ‘bad investment’ is 
good way to invest in a better future, seen from their situation through their eyes. 
 
An issue I do not agree with Stalker, is that remittances do not serve the community. In my 
opinion, buying food, clothes etc. from local community members will improve the level of 
income of these local members and thus the money will circulate in the local community. 
 
A key to understanding the dynamic impact on the regional labour markets and economies is 
the percentages of migrants’ wages that are spent in local markets, saved, and/or returned to 
the home country as remittances. This will determine the regional distribution of demand 
resulting from the increase in employment in a region. If we assume an exogenous increase in 
demand in one region which gives rise to a demand for labour which is met by an increased 
inflow of labour, then we also need to examine the potential income leakages out of the region 
because these will determine the overall effect on the region’s growth. 
 
If the increased demand for labour is met largely by commuting then virtually all income will 
be spent in the commuter’s home region; a temporary migrant will be likely to remit a large 
part of the income to the home region, and a permanent migrant may remit at least some. Thus 
these financial flows may differ considerably between different cases, regardless of the actual 
volume of labour flows. These are critical to the estimation of the contribution of migrants to 
regional production and development in the host country, through local expenditure, or to 
regional growth in the home country, through remittances which are used to finance local 
investment (Poirine, 1997, in Van Houtum & Van der Velde, 2000, pg.36). 
 
In the case of Tacna-Arica we see the flow of commuters, which can be categorized as non-
tax payers and because of not paying taxes, Arica misses income. The destination region gains 
where it can import labour when there are shortages of specific skills, but it does not have to 
accept the perceived burden of the migrant as permanent resident. This may of course differ 
between the cases where the migrant is legal and paying taxes, etc; and the illegal case where 
there is no compensation to the receiving region for any additional costs. The region of origin 
gains because the migrant can acquire either or both skills and money that can be used to 
enchange the productive potential of the home region. There is in a sense a decoupling of the 
migrant flow from the labour market in both origin and destination regions so that neither 
does the migration flow respond just to the current static equilibrium value of wages or 
employment adjust to the flow in a given period (Van Houtum & Van der Velde, 2000, pg. 
38). 
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Commuters are in an economic sense a very positive force for the sending community 
(Tacna). However the receiving community receives little benefit. Migrant workers in this 
category do not contribute as much to the workplace society as they do in their own, home 
environment. On balance migrant workers are a net drain for Arica, due to lost taxation and. 
wage remittances. 
 
On the other hand Arica employers do benefit from lower labour costs and are able to invest 
savings elsewhere. Most studies do not measure this money-saving effect of migration in the 
receiving country. . 
 
6.4 Impact on Chilean society 
 
An important aspect I need to address is the ‘social-reality’ of the Peruvians in Arica. That is, 
the social atmosphere in which the Peruvians operate. There is no official data about this 
subject and many people will deny its existence, but it is reality. I am talking about 
discrimination towards Peruvians by Chilean society. 
 
During research, I encountered a “dual discourse” among middle-class employers about 
Peruvian domestic workers. On the one hand, employers who hired Peruvian domestic 
workers, for example, claimed that they did so because the Peruvians were superior to Chilean 
household workers in some critical ways. They maintained that Peruvians were harder 
working, educated, and clean; that they spoke better Spanish; that they cooked well; and that 
they were more devoted, caring, submissive, and service-oriented than Chilean workers. 
 
On the other hand, widespread beliefs and narratives were expressed by these same employers 
(as well as in the media and among job placement agencies) stereotyping Peruvian women as 
dirty, criminal, lazy, backward, uncivilized, uneducated, slow, and childlike. That is, Peruvian 
workers were simultaneously praised and stigmatised, sometimes in the same breath by the 
same person” (Staab & Maher, 2006, pg. 88). This quote exactly describes my line of thought 
about this subject. On the one hand much of Chilean society is happy to benefit from Peruvian 
immigration but on the other, they frankly dislike Peruvians and consider them backward. 
Some Chileans would prefer no Peruvians at all. The contradiction makes the position of 
Peruvians in Chile rather sensitive and somewhat difficult.  
 
Chilean culture has some problems in accepting strangers (See remarks at frame 1 Page 29 
concerning gringos). Within Chilean society there is a strong sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’. This 
stands in the way of the better integration of the Peruvian commuters. The commuters, in turn, 
do not mix with the Chileans, because they feel discriminated and they do not trust their 
Chilean neighbours.  
 
Such feelings are a hangover from the war 130 years ago as well as being inherent in the 
current ‘superior feeling’ of the majority of Chileans. The problem with this discrimination is 
that it is very difficult to map or frame, because most people will not say they do discriminate. 
Staab and Maher (2006) address more attention to this problem: “That is, employers who 
described Peruvian women as backward, uneducated, or indigenous thereby positioned 
themselves as civilized, modern, and white. Such stories did not seem to be simply a matter of 
individual status definition. Instead, they appeared to be part of a larger public contestation 
over the boundaries of class and national identities in Chile, which arguably became more 
actively disputed with the end of the dictatorship” (Staab & Maher, 2006, pg. 88).  
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Within Chilean society there is an undercurrent of discrimination hich is not seen by 
themselves, or at least not realized. I have no preconceptions or bias but easily recognised this 
during my research, It highlights the considerable sensitivity of Peruvian commuter flow 
toward Chile. 

 
6.5 Impact of the border 
 
Apart from the influence the commuters have, the border also has its share in the impact on 
the region and on the commuters. What effect does the border have in the Tacna-Arica 
region? What does it do with the people who use the border and how does it affect the two 
cities on both sides of this border. In this paragraph I will give an answer to these questions in 
combination with the data found in the Tacna-Arica region.  
 
People in the Tacna-Arica region move because of the opportunities the other side of the 
border offers them. For Peruvians this is the work they can find and the wages that are 
attractive. For the Chileans these are the tourist attractions and the lower prices of goods and 
services they encounter in Tacna. Hence, the border establishes a ‘difference’ between both 
cities and/or countries. 
 
The border functions as an attractor of people, individuals or groups of people who move 
across to benefit from the other. On the contrary, the border is a filter for those who want to 
cross without a visa, with goods that are not allowed into the country and for people who 
cannot afford the bus trip across. The border itself attracts people, but at the same time 
discourages people from crossing and thereby functions as a filter to the flow, or at least a 
brake (appendix IV shows an administrative filter). 
 
This filtering of the flow is positive for Chile, because in this way, Arica is not completely 
overrun with commuters or permanent migrants. Each week the Peruvian need to apply for a 
new visa. In this manner, Chile keeps control over who comes and goes.  
 

At the busstation in Arica an interesting phenomena occurs, Peruvian space in Chilean territory, found during my 
interviewing period in Chile. This phenomenon exists because of the inability to integrate in Arica as well as the 
temporal status of the Peruvians in Chile. 

 
“Immigrants often maintain strong ties with their homes – and in doing so are creating new kinds of 
communities...Migrants nowadays can develop and maintain many kinds of links, constructing social networks 
and life-worlds that join them to two or more locations and nation-states. This is a reality that is increasingly 
being explored in fiction. For these communities, concepts of culture and society can no longer be linked simply to 
territory or geography” (Stalker, 2000, pg. 126-128). 

 
In and around the international bus terminal of Arica there are many Peruvian and Bolivian people. From here, there are 
direct buses to and from La Paz in Bolivia and Tacna in Peru. Hence all the migrants from those countries arrive here, and 
in the end of the week, leave from here. The latter brings a significant clustering of the Peruvians and Bolivians at the 
station located at Avenue Diego Portales. The Bolivian group is smaller than the Peruvian group, so they do not play a big 
role in the claiming of space. The Peruvian group, however, is a big group, which claims space in this area of the city. 
Around the bus station, Peruvians gather here, and from this place they find their way into Arica. Most male Peruvian 
migrants stay around the bus station area, in order to offer themselves for work, like plumbers, constructer’s etcetera. 
Nowadays, the area around the bus station has became a Peruvian zone. Not officially, but Chileans do not feel welcome 
here, and Peruvians rather have their own people around them. They even built a little shrine in front of the terminal, to be 
able to pray and be blessed by their own national religion. This claiming of space does not contribute to improvement in the 
relation between the Chileans and Peruvians. The Chileans keep seeing them as ‘illegal, cheap and foreign’, whereas the 
Peruvians see the Chileans as ‘arrogant, rich and only there to pay them’. 
 

Frame 2 Bus station in Arica 
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Many institutions in the region would like to see the border and its formalities disappear in 
order that both cities may interact at maximum efficiency for mutual benefit. Removal of the 
border would involve free movement of people and goods. Control of these subjects probably 
will be dispersed widely to the south of Arica and the north of Tacna, where all kind of 
activities that are now centred between Tacna and Arica will be established in another place. 
This eventually will lead to the same situation as before, with the only difference that there 
will be two cities in a kind of no-mans-land. The question is whether this will improve the 
situation of both cities. 
 
The border has not only a practical and physical influence on the region, It has a 
psychological impact as well. People think in terms like ‘us’ and ‘them’. This psychological 
influence is an important issue in the case of border regions. As mentioned before, there is a 
significant discrimination in Arica. ‘Them’ are not accepted instantly in the ‘us’ community, 
which, in turn, causes similar attitudes on the other side. Peruvians and Chileans do not 
interact with each other too much - only when necessary. 
Here we see the importance of the border. The border is an institution not only to control who 
comes or goes, but it also has direct influence on the social situation of the whole region. 

 

Figure 12 Peruvian border (left) and Chilean border (right) 
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 CHAPTER 7 CONCLUSIONS 
 
This research aimed to analyse the flow of certain Peruvian people between the two cities of 
Tacna and Arica. In previous chapters I explained the methodology, the theoretical strands, 
the working conditions and sectors of labour the Peruvian commuters are active in, and the 
effect of the border they have to cross on their weekly journey. In this chapter, I present the 
conclusions drawn from this research. The chapter gives answers to the research question 
from the first chapter. It also combines the empirical data from the case study with the 
theoretical strands. 
 
7.1 The working conditions and sectors of labour of the Peruvian commuters 
 
The flow of Peruvian commuters to Chile is principally driven by the opportunity for 
Peruvians to earn three to four times more than they do in their home country where 
unemployment is high. Travelling to Arica where there is work is necessary to sustain 
themselves and their families. A weekly commute to Chile is essential. These migrant 
commuters do not mind the journey. Indeed they have no choice if they want to work. During 
the week they live and work in Chile and at the weekend they return to Peru. In making their 
journey they must regularly cross the international border between Peru and Chile. 
 
The numbers of commuters crossing the border like this is estimated to be around 3000. 
About 60% are women and 40% are men. The main sectors in which the commuters work are 
domestic labour (60%), construction (20%) and agriculture (20%). Within these sectors they 
earn less than the local Chileans, but more than they would have earned in Peru. In total 15% 
of labourers in the three sectors mentioned above, are Peruvian. 
 
Most commuters researched in this thesis work without a contract which is necessary for 
working legally but very difficult to obtain. They must therefore cross the border on a seven-
days (easily obtained) tourist visa and work illegally. This is a very common practice which is 
well known to the authorities in both countries and is unofficially widely accepted by them.. 
 
Under these circumstances few Chilean employers will arrange anything by contract with 
their ‘illegal’ Peruvian employees in any case. This has negative effects on the well-being of 
the Peruvian employees. They have no health insurance, no employment guarantees and there 
is no oversight of working conditions. This illegal and unsupervised situation means that 
Peruvian labourers are a weak group and can easily become victims of harsh or unfair 
treatment. 
 
7.2 The border, border policy and users of the border 
 
The commuters have an appreciable influence on flows of money in the region. Most money 
is being taken out of Arica and Chile and spent or invested in Tacna or other parts in Peru. 
Hence, the flow of people has an influence on the economic development of Tacna and Arica. 
 
Although many people cross the border regularly and the evidence is that there is a significant 
interdependence between Tacna and Arica, there appears to be little communication and 
cooperation between these cities. Local policy and regulations stop at the border. There is no 
transitional overlap or merging into a single, unified policy (Note that the special ‘Tourist’ 
visa administration appears to be an exception). Policy is generally fragmented and not 
adapted to the special needs of a border region where you would expect better coordination. 
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However, this problem is recognised by both governments. Tacna and Arica are improving 
this issue of communication and coordination in order to overcome weaknesses.  
 
Another aspect to be noted on policy is that there is minimal official, statistical or other 
research on border activity. Officials know there is a big flow of Peruvians across the border, 
but I found limited interest in the reasons for, or the impact of, this commuting. I believe it is 
important to gain a better all round understanding of the commuter flow. This would have 
positive effect for commuters as well as for Arica and Tacna 
 
Commuting in the Tacna-Arica region benefits Tacna, Arica and Peruvian commuters. For 
Tacna the positive effect of the commuter flow is the money that is brought back by the 
commuters and spent in the city. There are also advantages for Chile. Chileans are able to hire 
cheap labourers and in this way save money to invest elsewhere. 
 
7.3 The border in the lives of the commuters 
 
The border in the Tacna-Arica region acts as both an attraction and a filter for Peruvians. The 
geo-political border between the two different nations also delineates substantial economic 
and social differences. One country attracts people from the other and vice versa. Peruvians 
go to Chile for higher wages and job opportunities; Chileans go to Peru to shop cheaply, to 
gamble, eat and drink. 
 
The filter function of the border is applied through a set of rules and regulations regarding 
who is allowed to cross and who is not. In the Tacna-Arica region there is a special set of 
regulations governing ‘tourist’ visas referred to previously. Peruvians are permitted to enter 
Chile with a seven-days visa – authority to travel as far as Arica. Chileans can enter Peru with 
a 10-days visa, which allows them as far as Arequipa. Both Peruvians and Chileans can also 
apply for a 90 day visa. This is issued only on special justification. Applying for such a visa is 
time consuming and costly.  
 
The process of actually crossing the border takes time but is for most commuters not a major 
barrier in their lives. – more of an irritating necessity. In any event, the seven-days visa is 
simple to obtain and makes crossing the border far simpler than the normal 90 days visa they 
would need otherwise. What appears to be a tightly controlled border is in practice quite 
flexible and adaptable providing for the practical needs of local citizens in both countries. 
 
One unintended and not so happy consequence is that many Peruvians that migrated towards 
Tacna from other parts of Peru, are not able to find work in Arica, return to Tacna and stay 
there, thus putting considerable pressure on the employment rates of Tacna.  
 
7.4 Overall conclusion 
 
The Tacna and Arica region is largely characterized by border related activity especially by 
large flows of people. Most significant is the regular, weekly migration of labour across the 
international border from Tacna, Peru to Arica, Chile. Such ‘commuters’ provide a much 
needed resource for employers and contribute to the economy in Arica. In exchange they 
remit very welcome cash income to families at home in Peru and therefore to Tacna’s 
economy. The two-way flow is an interesting social and spatial phenomenon in which a 
relatively small number of ordinary people have a direct influence on a region’s society and 
economy.  



Cross border commuters in the Chilean–Peruvian border region 
 

 - 50 of 55 - 

  
The border has an important function in regulating movement. Because of the seven-days visa 
the flow is controlled on a weekly basis. In practice, although they don't realise it, commuters 
who apply for a weekly ‘tourist’ visa are actually reconsidering the cost:benefit ratio of 
commuting to Arica every week – as do border officials in permitting them to do so. If the 
border did not exist an overflow of Peruvians would go to Arica to find work. This would 
cause high unemployment rates in Arica and pressure on wages and the economy there. 
  
To improve quality of life of the commuters, the Chilean authorities should do more research 
into the commuter group and endeavour to make the status of the Peruvians more official. An 
improved and simplified contract system would give the Peruvian commuters more security. 
Chilean authorities would also have more control over commuters and benefit from taxes 
raised from contracted Peruvians.  
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Figure 11  Waiting in line at the Chilean border to get an entry stamp or seven days visa 

for Chile 
Figure 12 Peruvian border (left) and Chilean border (right) 
 
Table 1  ‘the world’s fact book’ and www.ine.cl (data Chile) & www.inei.gob.pe (data 

Peru); all data is from 2006, unless marked differently 
f.o.b. = free on board (without costs, insurance etc.) (Source: www.cia.gov) 

Table 2  Labourers per occupation Source: www.ine.cl, 2007 
Table 3  Labourers per sector in Arica 
Table 4  Peruvian Labourers per sector in Arica 
Table 5  Percentage of total Peruvian labourers per sector in Arica 
Frame 1  Gringo! 
Frame 2  Bus station in Arica 
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