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 The conscience of the international community is drawn to the issue of worldwide smuggling of Chinese citizens when illegal immigrants are found to be living in "safe houses," working in sweatshops or even drowning within sight of the Statue of Liberty. Smuggling is a strain on relations between China and the United States because they are the major sending and receiving countries of these illegal migrants. The United States and China could undertake initiatives that are grounded in a comprehensive understanding of the scope and factors of smuggling and in a spirit of cooperation to reduce this problem.

The annual business of human trafficking, with its links to criminal activity and underground economies, is reported to be valued at $5 billion to $7 billion. There are no accurate data reflecting the number of illegal Chinese immigrants. Chinese sources state that in the early 1990s an estimated 500,000 illegal Chinese were living temporarily in Russia, Eastern Europe, Southeast Asia and Latin America with the intention of settling in the United States, Australia or Western Europe.

There is a theory that "push" and "pull" factors provide the impetus for international migration flows. The push factors originate in the country from which citizens emigrate and may include economic deprivation, unemployment and population policies. The pull factors of the receiving countries are higher incomes, employment prospects and policies allowing the possibility of work and citizenship. The push factors in China and the pull factors in the United States interact to create opportunities for smugglers to fulfill a demand.

The irony of economic growth is that this development in China has created push factors. Although economic reforms have improved living standards in some areas, they have also created greater awareness of better conditions elsewhere and have fueled the desire to undertake risks to go abroad illegally. China’s income differentials, population growth, governmental corruption and increasing unemployment are factors that contribute toward illegal immigration. Economic reforms have led to uneven growth and have unleashed at least 20 million workers from government-owned industries into the pool of unemployed labor. Migrants are vulnerable to exploitation by smugglers who attract people with promises of jobs. Economic inequities, the feeling of relative deprivation and the west’s capacity to absorb cheap labor lure the Chinese abroad and inhibit attempts to decrease or end smuggling.

Government corruption and collusion with smuggling triads in China and in transit areas, especially in Taiwan and Guatemala, frustrate attempts at solutions. Government collusion in China is not an unfounded fear; China’s Minister of Public Security Tao Siju has admitted that the police have had contact with triad organizations. The Chinese military also is reportedly involved in smuggling and profits from it. China’s government at the local level houses corruption and has even less incentive to act against the trend because Chinese who leave help their hometowns by sending money to family members and local charities. Central American countries that rely on Taiwanese government aid have become strategic locations for the smuggling operations of Taiwanese triads and remain the Achilles’ heel of U.S. border control. The United States has experienced corruption also; in July 1996, an Immigration and Naturalization Service agent carrying fraudulent documents with the intention of delivering them to illegal immigrants was arrested in Hong Kong.

The Chinese government’s main interest in maintaining stability and peace pervades its actions and there are few internal forces that encourage the government to prevent smuggling. The emigration flow may in fact lessen pressures on the Chinese government by reducing unemployment and creating the possibility that emigrants might become successful and invest in China. The ability of the Chinese government to meet social needs, especially employment, is crucial to maintaining its legitimacy in the eyes of its citizens. 

Since economic growth will be the most significant factor in easing the problem of smuggling, the most valuable contribution the United States can make toward reducing the push factors of migration is the encouragement of trade and more economic reforms in China. Permanent normal trade relations, which de-links international trade and domestic issues, will promote a stable trade environment that will increase Chinese citizens’ access to opportunities, information and products. China should proceed with economic reforms despite the temporary economic and social dislocations and remain involved internationally. Engaging China in the international arena will lead the Chinese government to improve aspects of its system that are now causing people to flee. The Chinese government’s willingness to act according to international standards is evidenced by its implementation of economic reforms upon recommendation by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund since the 1980s. 

The United States should employ its leverage to encourage the international community to combat smuggling through new legal and financial approaches. The European Union has already developed an international police force to combat smuggling; other regions could adopt a similar strategy. The international community should enter multilateral agreements to provide for increased vigilance and enforcement because the existence of lenient laws and the prospects for high profits are reasons why smugglers prefer to deal in people rather than drugs or consumer goods. For instance, although Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama recently declared human smuggling a crime, smuggling rings continue to operate there without the risk of punishment. 

International financial assistance programs that work at the grass-roots level to improve social stability, employment and infrastructure development would help reduce the push factors. The United States should gather international support for assistance programs that contribute to all levels of society in China, from agricultural development to professional training. The United States should reconsider its own economic policy toward China and offer assistance through the U.S. Agency for International Development. 

The pull factors of international migration provide opportunities for both China and the United States to coordinate efforts to end smuggling. In China, reports from the large overseas Chinese community and imported movies contribute to the common perception is that life is better in the United States. The sense of relative deprivation in China is confirmed when Chinese who have succeeded abroad invest in their hometowns by building new homes and ancestor graves. American and Chinese officials could launch an information campaign to limit the attraction of emigration. For example, they could provide immigration officials, especially those in coastal China, with realistic information about the hardships of illegal immigrants. The grounding of the Golden Venture near New York City in 1993 and the fates of those who drowned or were detained for years provide a morbid example of the risks of illegal immigration.

Greater American immigration vigilance at sea since the Golden Venture incident has resulted in increased Chinese migration to Europe and the use of airplanes as a means of transport instead of ships. Consistent training of customs and immigration officials would be beneficial to all countries. The international community could work together by training immigration officials to guard against the use of false documents at airports.

The American policies of citizenship and asylum are additional pull factors. China has urged the United States to end asylum rules. After 1990, when President Bush ordered "enhanced consideration" of asylum requests by people escaping forced sterilization or abortion, the number of illegal Chinese entering the United States increased. Since President Clinton’s endorsement of a plan against smuggling in 1993, asylum requests based on population policies have been mostly rejected. The United States could enact laws that would continue the tradition of asylum rules but promptly return economic migrants who are not seeking refuge from persecution and impose higher penalties for those who succeed in entering illegally again.

Human smuggling requires international efforts led by the United States to share immigration and legal information and to provide financial assistance for China’s development. The destabilizing forces that create the smuggling market will persist along with uncertainty about how China will manage its large-scale problems. Recent developments such as PNTR provide hope for improved societal and economic conditions within China. The United States and China should continue to engage in the international trade arena in ways that will enable the Chinese to realize their productive capabilities within China’s developing economic system. 

 

Helen Shaw graduated from Fairfield University with a B.A. in politics in 1995. She currently is a first-year M.A. candidate in international relations, with a dual concentration in China studies and international economics, at the Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies. Her research interests include the political, economic and social developments of Greater China.

