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Chil e-Perú:  
Bor der Migr ation Fl ow

Miguel Yaksic

Introduction

This chapter explores the various aspects that characterize and define the 
border that Chile and Perú share. This territory has become increasingly 
complex in migratory terms, especially since Chile has become one of the 
most important migratory destinations in South America. While this chap-
ter will focus on the Chile-Perú border, there will inevitably be references to 
the border that both countries share with Bolivia, mainly because specific 
migratory routes head south through Bolivia.

This article begins with a description and characterization of the ter-
ritory and the cross-border relationships between the inhabitants of Tacna 
(Perú) and Arica (Chile), two cities increasingly connected through labour 
and commercial networks. In addition, this territory will be addressed as cru-
cial regarding the migratory and refugee movements of thousands of people. 

After the socio-demographic characterization of the border, the cen-
tral part of the text will focus on Peruvian and Chilean State compliance 
of international human rights obligations. This analysis will further inves-
tigate the vulnerabilities to which migrants are exposed to in a continually 
changing context. Accordingly, the emphasis will be both on Venezuelan 
migration and human smuggling. 

The circumstances at the Chile-Perú border are changing rapidly, and 
local realities are altering and transforming migratory flows. There is, conse-
quently, a significant shortage of studies, publications, or updated and reliable 
statistics that would allow us to understand the magnitude and character-
istics of this new reality. Therefore, this chapter has been constructed based 
on exploratory and descriptive research of an ethnographic nature based on 
participant observation and qualitative research techniques. Since the bibli-
ography is scarce and the context is subject to continuous transformations, 
bibliographic sources, statistics, and data are limited or outdated. That is, they 
serve little to understand where the most severe violations of migrant human 
rights, in situations of vulnerability, are taking place.
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For the preparation of this chapter, 28 Venezuelan migrants who 
were in Tacna during the first week of January 2019 were interviewed. They 
were all waiting for the opportunity to continue their trip to Chile. In addi-
tion, civil society organization workers from organizations such as the Jesuit 
Migrant Service (Servicio Jesuita a Migrantes [SJM] in Spanish) (Santiago 
and Arica), Encuentros (Lima and Tacna) and Casa del Migrante (Tacna) 
were also interviewed. Interviews were held as well with representatives of 
the Instituto Nacional de Derechos Humanos (National Institute of Human 
Rights) in Chile and with prosecutors from the Fiscalía Nacional (National 
Prosecutor’s Office). Finally, different international organization workers 
from both sides of the border were also interviewed.

Likewise, observations were made at the International Terminal of 
Tacna, the streets of Tacna, at the Chilean border control in Chacalluta, in 
the waiting room of the offices of specific non-profit organizations, and 
Casa del Migrante in Tacna. Specialized bibliography was consulted, and 
updated information was requested from the relevant platforms for access 
to public information of the Transparency Portal of the State of Chile. The 
Bolivian, Peruvian, and Chilean press was also reviewed.

Characterization of the Chile-Perú border

If we incorporate Bolivia, the Chile-Perú border is a triple border with 
Bolivia sharing a border with both countries (see Figure 1). The Línea de 
la Concordia, established by the 1929 Treaty of Lima established that the 
Province of Arica belonged to Chile and that Tacna belonged to Perú, and 
divides Perú and Chile. This treaty came into effect some decades after 
the Pacific War, which took place between 1879 and 1883, and pitted Chile 
against Peruvian and Bolivian allies. Up until then, the Province of Arica 
belonged to Perú and Antofagasta belonged to Bolivia. After the war, both 
territories became part of the State of Chile. This war has influenced the 
relationship between these countries to this day.

It is still a territory characterized by historical territorial conflicts. 
As recent as 27 January 2014, the International Court of Justice ruled on the 
so-called triángulo terrestre (land triangle), a territory whose sovereignty 
had remained polemic between Perú and Chile for many years. The Court’s 
ruling defined the bi-national maritime boundary and its starting point. 
In parallel, the plurinational State of Bolivia filed a case against Chile with 
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Figure 1. South America Map 
Source:  Wikimedia Commons.
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that same Court to demand sea access and redefine the Treaty of Peace and 
Friendship of 1904 that established the borderline between the two coun-
tries. The end of the Pacific War implied a sort of ‘Chileanization’ process 
over the former Peruvian and Bolivian territories. 

Geographically, the south of Perú and the north of Chile are desert 
territories. To the west lies the Pacific Ocean and to the east the Andes 
mountain range and the altiplano (highlands). The altiplano that Bolivia, 
Perú, and Chile share today has been an area inhabited since ancient times 
by the Aimara indigenous communities, peasant farmers and merchants 
who have adapted their lives to that territory despite its height.

In the Tacna province, 346,000 people reside (Instituto Nacional de Es-
tadística e Informática [INEI], 2017), while in the region of Arica and Parina-
cota there are 226,068 residents (Instituto Nacional de Estadística [INE], 2017). 
Tacna and Arica are cities situated very far from the capitals of Perú and 
Chile. Arica is 2,042 km north of Santiago, while Tacna is 983 km south of 
Lima. Tacna and Arica are separated by only 58 km, and La Paz is 286 km 
away from Tambo Quemado/Chungará, the border with Chile. That border 
crossing is located at 4,678 meters above sea level and 203 km to the east 
of Arica. The trip by land from Tacna or Arica to La Paz takes about eight 
hours if the border control is speedy. These distances help us understand 
the geographical context of the Chile-Perú border.

In the southeast of Perú and the southwest of Bolivia, there is an im-
portant immigration border control city called Desaguadero. It is a city of 
about 10 thousand inhabitants on the Peruvian side and about 6 thousand 
on the Bolivian side. There is only one border control between Perú and 
Chile, Santa Rosa on the Peruvian side and Chacalluta on the Chilean side 
of the Línea de la Concordia. Since August 2017, these controls have been 
integrated, streamlining procedures and reducing travel times.

Borders are limits, but also relationships. They are limits and terri-
tories where people develop relationships that have social, economic, cul-
tural and environmental implications. According to the Chilean Policía de 
Investigaciones, which is in charge of border control, 3,557,717 people entered 
Chile through the border control of Chacalluta in 2018 (Policía de Investiga-
ciones, 2019). Of those crossing the border, 1,665,927 were Chileans, 1,613,541 
Peruvians, 129,432 Venezuelans, 54,073 Bolivians, 36,359 Colombians, 16,376 
Argentines, and 14,689 Ecuadorians. Twenty-two stateless migrants applied 
to enter Chile through this border control (see Table 1). 
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Table 1. Number of people entering Chile through the Chacalluta border control in 2018

Country Number of people entering Chile

 Chile 1,665,927

Perú 1,613,541

Venezuela 129,432

Bolivia 36,359

Argentina 16,376

Ecuador 14,689

Brazil 6,729

United States of America 2,417

Spain 1,908

France 1,903

Germany 1,542

Paraguay 1,019

Other countries 65,853

Stateless 22

Total 3,557,717

Source: Policía de Investigaciones & Ministerio del Interior, Chile.

Concerning departures from Chile to Perú, the total number was 
3,437,588, only 120,129 fewer people than those admitted. Of those migrants, 
1,671,287 were Chileans, followed by 1,612,152 Peruvians, 55,783 Bolivians, 
25,779 Colombians, 18,841 Argentines, 12,713 Venezuelans, and 11,974 
Ecuadorians. Out of 129,432 Venezuelan migrants, 116,719 remained living 
in Chile, proving their migratory intentionality (see Table 2). 
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Table 2. Departures from Chile through the Chacalluta border control, 2018

Country Number of Departures from Chile

Chile 1,671,287

Perú 1,612,152

Bolivia 55,783

Colombia 25,779

Argentina 18,841

Venezuela 12,713

Ecuador 11,974

Brazil 6,987

United States of America 2,325

Spain 2,112

France 2,197

Germany 1,794

Mexico 1,082

Paraguay 1,056

Other countries 11,506

Total 3,437,588

Source: Policía de Investigaciones & Ministerio del Interior, Chile.

These numbers show how cross border relations flourish in this re-
gion. Peruvians travel to Arica to work, and Chileans travel to Tacna to shop 
and to go to the hospital (Rojas, Amode, Koechlin, & Jimenez, 2017, p. 102). 
Private health care often has lower prices in Tacna, 39% of patients (468,177 
cases) treated at Hospital de la Solidaridad de Tacna in 2013 were Chilean 
(Rojas et al., 2017, p. 104).
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Labour and economic migration flow into Chile better than Perú 
and Bolivia because it exhibits socioeconomic indicators. According to the 
World Bank, in 2018, GDP per capita in Bolivia was USD 7,873, in Chile USD 
25,222, and Peru USD 14,418 (World Bank, 2018). Life expectancy at birth 
was 71.5 years, 79.5 years, and 78 years in 2016, respectively (World Health 
Organization, 2019). Along with these indicators, the exchange rate favours 
those who work in Chile and spend in Tacna. This explains, among other 
reasons, that migratory waves are mostly from Bolivia and Perú to Chile. 
The economic activities near the border are related to agriculture, fishing, 
tourism, and commerce all of which have a high percentage of informal 
labour (Rojas et al., 2017, p. 102).

Migration

Apart from the commercial and cultural exchange, the Chile-Perú border 
has become a key place for migrations in Latin America. Since the return of 
democracy in the 1990s, Chile became an interesting destination for region-
al migrants. The first wave of migrants was from Perú, which was mainly 
headed to Santiago and was the largest foreign community in the country 
until 2018 when the Venezuelan community outnumbered it. 

According to the Departamento de Extranjería y Migración (Chilean 
immigration and migration department) yearbook of 2005-2014 (DEM, 2016), 
105,070 foreigners were living in Chile in 1992. That figure increased to 
305,212 in 2010 and 410,988 in 2014; 74.9% of migrants were South Ameri-
can citizens, 31.7% were Peruvians, 16.3% Argentines, 8.8% Bolivians, 6.1% 
Colombians, and 4.7% Ecuadorians. Venezuelans barely constituted 1.9%, 
and the Haitians were registered within the category “other countries.”

However, the April 2017 census indicated a very different reality. At 
that time, the total number of foreigners residing in Chile was 746,465, rep-
resenting 4.4% of the country’s population. The Peruvian community was 
still the largest with 187,465 residents, representing 25.2% of the total resi-
dent foreign population; followed by Colombia with 105,445 residents, rep-
resenting 14.1% of the total population of foreign residents. In third place 
were Venezuelans with 83,045 (9.9%), Argentinians with 66,491 (8.9%) and 
Haitians with 62,683 (8.4%). Dominicans living in Chile at the time of the 
census were at 11,926 (1.6%) and Cubans at 6,718 (0.9%) (INE, 2017).



104

Miguel Yaksic

In the Metropolitan Region of Santiago, 65.3% of the foreign popu-
lation lives and only 18,015 (2.4%) of foreigners residing in the border re-
gion of Arica and Parinacota (INE, 2017). Nevertheless, data released by 
the Chilean Government in February 2019 notes that the total number of 
foreigners residing in Chile went up to 1,251,255 inhabitants, representing 
6.6% of the country’s population. The Venezuelan community is the largest 
with 288,233 residents, followed by Peruvians with 223,923, Haitians with 
179,338, Colombians with 146,582, and Bolivians with 107,347. Information 
announced by the Government through the media in July 2019, points out 
that the Venezuelan community is reaching approximately 400,000 people. 

There has been significant growth in Venezuelan and Haitian migra-
tion. Dominican and Cuban statistics stand out because they represent the 
nationalities with the highest rates of irregular/illegal entries into Chilean 
territory. 

A significant part of the Peruvian, Colombian, Dominican, Cuban 
and Venezuelan migration has entered Chile through the border with Perú; 
therefore, migration is a common and well-known phenomenon in this 
border area. Peruvian migration, which is mainly for work and economic 
reasons, is the largest in the border area. A critical aspect of this phenom-
enon is circular migration, namely, migrant workers who travel to Arica 
from Monday to Friday to search for a job and on weekends they return to 
their homes in Tacna. Spending a morning at the Arica International Bus 
Terminal allows one to observe this occurrence. Dozens of both Peruvian 
and Bolivian men and women wait in the street for a van to pick them up 
and offer them work. The most common job offers for men are in construc-
tion; service industry jobs for women, and farm work in the valleys of Azapa 
and Lluta for both. A similar labour phenomenon occurs in the area of El 
Rápido, in the valley of Azapa 34 km from the city of Arica. Early in the 
morning, it is easy to find groups of Bolivians and Peruvians waiting to be 
picked up to go to work in the fields. Most of the labour supply is informal 
and temporary; which is far from being decent work. 

One of the lesser-known and least studied migration flows, and one 
of the most vulnerable, is the Bolivian migration to the valleys of Azapa 
and Lluta in Arica. Arica is a coastal city with an arid and desert climate 
in which two fertile transverse valleys open up. These valleys constitute 
a critical agricultural area for production. The harvested fruits and veg-
etables are intended for Arica and Central Chile, especially in the winter, 
and most labour offers come from undocumented Bolivian and Peruvian 
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workers. Consequently, their salaries are meagre. They make a daily wage 
of USD 11.50 for a working day that lasts between 10 and 12 hours (Rojas 
et al., 2017, p. 130).

Many of these migrant workers belong to non-settled circular migra-
tion flows. Others, however, have settled in slums without potable water or 
electricity. Besides, a significant number of children work with their par-
ents, usually after school. The vast majority of the ethnic profile of Bolivian 
migrant workers in the valleys of Azapa and Lluta are Aimaras. Theirs is a 
trans-generational migration of people that have been descending from the 
altiplano to the valleys to find work to survive for centuries.

By 2015, 28% of the inhabitants in the informal settlements along the 
border area were migrants. Informal settlements refer to houses made of 
lightweight material, dirt floors, and no access to drinking water or a sew-
age system (Rojas et al., 2017, p. 131).

Civil society organizations at the border

The Jesuit Migrant Services (SJM) has offices in Tacna, La Paz and Arica. 
In Tacna, they serve people who attempt to cross the border or who have 
already been rejected by Chilean authorities. During the last few years, SJM 
in Tacna has received Colombian migrants coming mainly from the Valle 
del Cauca area. They attempted to enter Chile as tourists (there is no tourist 
visa requirement for them) in order to get 90 days’ permission to stay and 
then remain as residents expecting to get a work visa. Many of them, when 
rejected at the border by the officers of the Policía Internacional, a branch 
of the Policía de Investigaciones, have no other choice than to go to the SJM 
for assistance and advice. 

Since the start of 2018, the largest percentage of migrants entering 
civil society offices is of Venezuelan origin. Civil society organizations offer 
migrants advice in order to facilitate their entry into Chile. They are advised, 
for example, that they need to carry a “travel bag” (money to show they 
have economic solvency, between $500 and USD 1,000), and to prove that 
they are entering Chile as tourists and not as migrants. Many Venezuelans, 
who left their country without any prior planning, overlook their right to 
seek asylum. Several Venezuelans arrive in Tacna and are out of money 
and incapable of sustaining their basic needs. If they do not have a place to 
spend the night, they are referred to Casa del Migrante, a shelter run by the 
Scalabrini Foundation. 
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In Tacna, the Scalabrini Mission has a house called the Santa Rosa 
de Lima Casa del Migrante. It is a shelter that accommodates up to 60 peo-
ple. The shelter has had to adapt to the growing population of migrants and 
demand for housing. In 2017 they welcomed approximately 500 migrants, 
in 2018 1,234 migrants. Almost 900 of them were Venezuelans, some 150 
Colombians; and the rest were Cubans, Dominicans, some Peruvians, and 
one Chilean. The vast majority of them were on their way to Chile. On the 
day of the observation visits and interviews, there were 16 children housed 
at the shelter.

Human rights analysis of the Chile-Perú border

Immigration policy and legal framework
The Policía de Investigaciones is the institution responsible for migratory 
control and foreigners in Chile. It is made up of civilian police officers that 
depend on the Ministry of the Interior and Public Security. In Perú, the 
border depends on the Superintendencia Nacional de Migraciones (National 
Migration Superintendence). It is not a policing institution, but a civil organ 
and is attached to the Ministry of the Interior.

At the border, people who intend to enter Chile have three legal ways 
to do it. The first is to apply at the border for a tourist permit that lasts up to 
90 days. Latin American and Caribbean nationals do not need a consular 
tourist visa except for Cubans, Dominicans, Haitians (as of April of 2018) 
and Venezuelans (as of June 2019). The second way people can enter is with a 
stamped temporary residence visa or tourist visa in a passport processed at 
the Chilean consulate in the country of origin. The third way is by request-
ing recognition of refugee status.

The Chilean State created a visa specifically for Venezuelans. Since 16 
April 2018, the Chilean State granted the new “Democratic Responsibility” 
visa for Venezuelans given out only in the Chilean consulates in Caracas 
and Puerto Ordaz. It allows for a one-year residency in Chile that can be ex-
tended and enables Venezuelans to request naturalization. A passport and a 
Criminal Record Certificate stamped by the Ministry of the People’s Power 
of Foreign Affairs are required to apply for this visa, along with a payment 
of USD 30 if it is approved. The severe political crisis is making it increas-
ingly more difficult to obtain a passport, a Criminal Record Certificate, or 
even to have USD 30 to pay the cost of the visa.
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By 31 December 2018, 93,912 Democratic Responsibility visas had 
been requested in Chilean consulates in Venezuela. However, only 19,244 
had been granted, 19,399 were in the process, 22,254 were denied, and 32,486 
were pending (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores, 2019). Of the 28 people 
interviewed in Tacna, they all intended to enter Chile, but only two knew 
of the existence of this visa. Those two people had been waiting six months 
to get their passport, and the need to emigrate was so urgent that there 
was no time to wait; they had to leave Venezuela by land and head to Chile. 
Therefore, this policy is inconsistent with its goal of granting protection to 
people who flee Venezuela because of the crisis. 

This Democratic Responsibility visa is similar to the Peruvian Tem-
porary Permit of Permanence (PTP in Spanish), a visa created mainly to ad-
dress the Venezuelan crisis, and it enables people to work, study, and access 
different services. As of 25 August 2018, Peruvian authorities have begun to 
require a passport from all Venezuelans who cross the border. Until then, 
asylum seekers received the Andean Migration Card at the border, which 
enabled them to reside in Perú temporarily. Only Venezuelan migrants who 
entered Perú before 31 October 2018 could request the PTP. From then on, 
the only step left for Venezuelans to do is seek recognition of refugee status. 

The Chilean Cámara de Diputados (House of Representatives) ap-
proved on 16 January 2019 the government proposed migration draft law 
that eliminates the possibility of changing the migratory category from 
tourist to resident. The new law will require applicants to request a tempo-
rary residence consular visa in their own country. The Senate still needs to 
approve the bill, and until that happens, someone who enters as a tourist 
could seek to reside in Chile and process the visa while in the country.

This chapter focuses on, first, the threat of the rights of migrants 
and asylum seekers, namely, those from Venezuela, and second, the human 
smuggling migration flow. Human rights violations occur while travelling 
from Perú to Chile. Legislation and public policies have not been able to 
respond to the changing context described here. 

The Venezuelan crisis
From 2014 onward, the Venezuelan political crisis has been the cause of the 
emigration of more than three million people (UNHCR, 2018). As of 31 De-
cember 2018, there have been 393,985 Venezuelan asylum seekers. The crisis 
is worsening, and every day as thousands of Venezuelans leave their country. 
As of 31 October, there were 110,000 documented Venezuelan nationals and 
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156,000 asylum seekers residing in Perú. On that same date, the number 
of residents with regular migratory status in Chile was 130,000, and there 
were 2,915 asylum seekers (UNHCR, 2018). The migration flow is overgrow-
ing, and the statistics cannot keep up with the migration growth rate. In 
Colombia, UNHCR has supported the administrative registration of more 
than 440,000 undocumented Venezuelans residing in the country. On 21 
December 2018, the newspaper El Comercio del Perú reported updated mi-
gration figures following the National Superintendence of Migration. As of 
31 October, 395,000 requests for a Temporary Permit for Permanence had 
been filed. According to the Superintendence in Perú, by 31 October 2018, 
there were more than 635,000 Venezuelans in Perú (El Comercio Perú, 2018).

The vast majority of Venezuelans are arriving in Perú through 
Tumbes, on the border with Ecuador. People arrive with humanitarian 
needs: water, medical services, shelter, and food. Many families request help 
with bus tickets to continue their trip to Lima. UNHCR, together with the 
IOM, and the Red Cross, have opened care centres in Tumbes to cover some 
of the humanitarian needs of these Venezuelan migrants.

All of this growing Venezuelan migratory pressure on Perú is strong-
ly impacting its southern border with Chile. Since 22 June 2019, the Chilean 
government imposed a tourism visa to Venezuelans, untimely changing 
migration conditions. This measure created a humanitarian crisis leaving 
hundreds of people stuck at the Peruvian side of the border. By July 2019, 
roughly 800 hundred migrants, including children, remain stranded in Tacna. 
They became homeless people camping outside the Chilean Consulate hop-
ing to get a permit to enter Chile. 

In interviews, national and international civil society organization 
workers state that many of the Venezuelans who come to Tacna intending 
to continue their trip to Chile arrive uninformed and with an idealized 
view of the country. They think that the entrance will be as accessible as it 
was in Colombia, Ecuador, and Perú. They believe that showing their birth 
certificate is enough to enter Chile, as it has been the case to enter regularly 
in other countries.

UNHCR has had a presence in Perú only since 2017. Today, they have 
already opened offices in Lima, Tumbes, and Tacna. In Chile, in addition to 
the Santiago office, they have recently opened an office in Arica.

The migratory profile is changing. In the beginning, they were more 
educated and mostly males. Now women, children, and the elderly are al-
so included. The socioeconomic level is also changing. Venezuelans who 
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migrated to the south were those who were better off economically. Now, 
socially and economically disadvantaged people are also emigrating. 

Historically, neither Perú nor Chile has been significant destination 
countries for asylum seekers. According to the figures presented above, to-
day, Perú is a high-ranking destination on the world map of countries that 
receive asylum applications.

In Chile, the reality has also changed. In 2010, the State of Chile re-
ceived 277 refugee applications, a figure that remained more or less constant 
until 2015 when it jumped to 633. Since 2016, the increase has been rapid 
with 2,300 refugee applicants that year, 5,726 in 2017, and 5,677 in Novem-
ber 2018 (Subsecretaría del Interior de Chile, 2019). As we will see further 
on, this number does not coincide with the asylum applications registered 
at Chacalluta.

In fact, asylum applications at the northern border of Chile have 
grown. In 2013 there were only 35 applications for recognition of refugee sta-
tus and all applicants were of Colombian nationality. In 2014 that number 
rose to 76 Colombian applicants, and in 2015 it had decreased to six, which 
is mostly explained by the new government and its more open migration 
policy. In 2016, 28 applications were received, one from Algeria, 21 from 
Colombia, and six from Cuba. In 2017, the number went up and diversi-
fied. Out of 165 applications, 35 were from Colombia, 107 from Cuba, two 
from Dominica, one from Perú, one from the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, 12 from the Dominican Republic, and only six from Venezuela. In 
2018, 8,149 people from 19 countries applied for asylum at the Chile-Perú 
border (Table 3). It is worth noting that 7,970 of them were Venezuelan out 
of a total of 129,432 people that entered Chile through Chacalluta. There 
were also four asylum seekers from the Vatican State and two stateless per-
sons (Policía de Investigaciones, 2019). There are not official 2019 figures, but 
Venezuelan asylum applications have exploded this year. 

Rights violations at the border
A common theme in the interviews with public officials, non-profit staff, 
and migrants is the difficulties Venezuelans experience when requesting 
recognition of refugee status at the Chilean border. There are a high number 
of rejections, and the admission requirements seem to be very discretionary.

This coincides with one of the major concerns expressed at the Sixth 
Meeting of the Red de Protección de Fronteras in November 2018 (Border 
Protection Network) organized by the Pastoral of Human Mobility of 
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Table 3. Asylum seekers Chilean control Chacalluta border with Perú, 2018

Stateless 2

Colombia 81

Cuba 39

Dominica 3

Ecuador 2

Haiti 1

India 1

Iraq 9

Italy 1

Jordan 1

Dominican Republic 16

Swaziland 2

Taiwan 1

Vanuatu 5

Vatican City 4

Venezuela 7,970

Vietnam 7

Zambia 1

Total 8,149

Source: Policía de Investigaciones & Ministerio del Interior, Chile.
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Bolivia, the Fundación de Ayuda Social de las Iglesias Cristianas (a human 
rights religious organization, FASIC), and Encuentros, Servicio Jesuita para 
la Solidaridad (SJS)—a Jesuit non-profit organization in Perú, in partnership 
with the UNHCR and several other civil society organizations working at the 
triple border, Bolivia-Chile-Perú1. A cause for concern was the rejection 
of border refugee applications. Instead of applying the Geneva Conven-
tion of 1951 and law 20,430 that establishes provisions on the protection of 
refugees, Policía de Investigaciones officers carried out on several occasions 
an interview prior to the procedure to request the recognition of refugee 
status. Moreover, the fact that Venezuelans are often characterized as purely 
economic migrants is also worrisome. 

Given the growing rejection at the border, Venezuelan migrants 
have begun using the same route that Dominican, Cuban, and Colombi-
an migrants have already been using. This route goes from Tacna to the 
Desaguadero passage on the border with Bolivia and to where Lake Titicaca 
drains, to La Paz and then on to Pisiga, a small town on the border near the 
Chilean town of Colchane. This passage is located in the altiplano at almost 
4,000 meters above sea level. In Pisiga, a Catholic community of nuns has 
maintained a shelter for years to receive rejected migrants at the border with 
Chile for the same reasons as the ones at the TacnaArica border. During July 
2019 these nouns report they are sheltering about 220 Venezuelan migrants 
and asylum seekers every night in a shelter built to accommodate 20 people. 

Testimonies given at the interviews are consistent with the signifi-
cant number of rejections at the Chilean border. Migrants who attempt to 
enter as tourists but cannot prove that they are travelling to Chile or tourists 
that do not have enough money to show economic solvency are frequently 
rejected and obliged to return to Tacna. 

The arbitrariness is such that word has spread about the best times to 
try and enter Chile as tourists. Some officials can be less demanding than 
others, and entry attempts can turn into conversations that frequently are 
not registered. A person may try to enter two or three times until they are 
permitted to enter Chile. There is no precise criterion for admission at the 
border, a consequence of an outdated Chilean law. 

1 The conclusions of this meeting were collected in a report that has been distributed by e-mail, which 
has not been published in any of the websites of the participating organizations because it is only a 
working material for the organizations that participate in the Network.
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For asylum seekers, things get even more complicated. The Policía de 
Investigaciones has installed at the Chacalluta border control two contain-
ers and an improvised outdoor waiting room. The interviews are pre-ad-
missibility conversations for requesting recognition of refugee status. That 
is, a person that requests to be recognized as a refugee, instead of fulfilling 
the mandatory non-refoulement principle and admitting the person to the 
procedure for obtaining refugee status, a conversation takes place, which it 
is not registered, it can last several hours, and in many cases, it ends with 
the rejection of the asylum seeker. 

Civil society organizations that work for the advancement and pro-
tection of migrants and refugee rights have called this conversation between 
the applicant and the police officer “pre-admissibility.” Here a border officer 
illegally evaluates whether asylum seekers comply with the requirements for 
recognition of refugee status. The law does not provide this interview, and 
it constitutes illegality. In one interview, a Venezuelan adult woman related 
that she had requested refugee status recognition. Since she was carrying a 
passport, the officer recommended that she enter as a tourist, but because she 
was carrying little money with her, they gave her a tourist permit for 30 days 
and not for 90 days. Accounts from other interviewees were consistent with 
this one. Under the Geneva Convention of 1951 ratified by Chile in 1972 and 
law 20,430, a person in need of international protection must be admitted 
into the country and allowed to present their application before any office of 
the Departamento de Extranjería y Migración (Immigration Department) or 
any of its provincial offices. The request should be examined by the commis-
sion of the Refugee Section of the Department. The case is sent to the Sub-
secretario del Interior (the second authority at the Ministry of Interior) who 
has the authority to grant or not grant the recognition. In the meantime, the 
applicant should receive a visa that enables he or she to reside legally in the 
country while awaiting the resolution and it is, therefore, not up to the border 
officer to decide whether or not a person can apply for asylum.

A lawyer representing three Venezuelans who were refused per-
mission to request international protection presented a claim before the  
Contraloría General de la República (The General Comptroller of the Republic), 
which issued a dictum that establishes that the Departamento de Extranjería 
y Migración must adjust its actions to allow people to access the procedure 
to apply for asylum (Contraloría General de la República de Chile, 2019). 
The interview should only take place in order to gather the information that 
must then be sent to the competent authorities.
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The trip from Tacna to Arica can be made by private or public trans-
portation. People who migrate to Chile usually travel by public transportation, 
either by bus or taxis that can carry five passengers. Similar to Colombian 
Afro-descendants being rejected at the border due to discriminatory prac-
tices, public transportation officials have begun to deny trips to Venezuelans. 
If they are rejected at the border, the carrier company must return them to 
Tacna, 35 km north of the border. Taxis raise the cost for passengers from 
Venezuela or in some cases refuse to provide them with any transportation. 
It is not uncommon to see people walking towards the border. 

One of those interviewed in Tacna was a 20-year-old Venezuelan 
youth who along with three other young men had walked through the desert 
from Tacna to the border only to be rejected. In a vehicle, they were returned 
to Santa Rosa—the Peruvian border control—and then a Peruvian citizen 
gave them a ride back to Tacna. The stories are all so consistent from civil 
society organizations, public officials, and from migrants that the Policía de 
Investigaciones ask transporters not to bring Venezuelans to the border.

A 27-year-old electrician from the Venezuelan city of Maracay was 
collecting money to travel to Chile to join his family. He managed to save 
USD 150, but by the time he reached the Chilean border, he had already 
spent all of it. He spent two years trying to get a passport unsuccessfully. 
Other young people reported having been dismissed from work because 
they did not vote for President Nicolás Maduro in the last election. Another 
relates that they voted 16 times for Nicolás Maduro in the same election. 
It took them two days to leave Venezuela. The military stopped the buses 
and seized their belongings. Of all the interviewees, only two of them knew 
about the Democratic Responsibility Visa but considered it was impossible 
to obtain. To obtain a passport usually takes several months. All of them, 
however, decided very quickly to leave Venezuela because of fear, not hav-
ing a job, and because they did not have any money. A consular visa is not 
a viable alternative in critical cases like this. 

A woman who was sheltered at the Casa del Migrante (Scalabrini shel-
ter) in Tacna, told in an interview that she left her home in Venezuela when 
her son began to show signs of malnutrition. Five months pregnant, she left 
the country, and when she arrived in Ecuador, she suffered a heart attack, 
interrupting her pregnancy. In Ecuador, they managed to find her place to 
live for a while where her husband could work selling sweets on the streets. 
From Ecuador, they migrated south to Chile. They were able to enter and stay 
in Arica. Her husband was able to get work, but they lived very precariously. 
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They decided to return to Tacna and have been staying at the Casa del Mi-
grante for 20 days, not knowing what to do or where to go. Stories like these 
are widespread in border towns, despair and uncertainty abound.

It was observed in Tacna during January 2019 that there was an 
impressive number of Venezuelans wandering around the city, asking for 
money, selling candies on the streets, or waiting at the international bus ter-
minal to get on a bus to go to the border. Many taxi drivers deny transporta-
tion to the border because they know that bringing back these passengers is 
an expense for the transport company. The crisis has increased, and since 
June 2019 hundreds of Venezuelan migrants are camping in Tacna as they 
hope to get a permit to enter Chile. 

A critical issue present in all interviews is that Venezuelan children 
under the age of nine do not have a national identity document and only 
carry a birth certificate. The parents have no way of showing that those who 
accompany them are indeed their children. At the border, the Policía de In-
vestigaciones has been obliged to refuse the entry of children under the age 
of nine who have not been able to show documents proving filiation with 
their parents. It is required by law in order to avoid any possibility of smug-
gling children. In those cases, families have no alternative but to seek asylum. 
Some Policía de Investigaciones officers state that the refugee status might be 
exploited. However, if the Venezuelan State does not issue the documents that 
its citizens require to be able to migrate safely, there is no other alternative.

National Institute of Human Rights officers point out that, as a re-
sult of conversations held between the Policía de Investigaciones, specific 
civil society organizations, and the Institute itself, particular measures were 
taken to be more flexible in cases of children who do not carry a national 
identity document and avoid the separation of families.

Human Smuggling at the Chile-Perú Border
The Fiscalía Nacional (National Prosecutor’s Office), which is the State 
agency responsible for carrying out criminal investigations and prosecut-
ing felons, began to investigate crimes of human smuggling in the north-
ern border region of Chile in 2015. In September of 2012, the State of Chile 
imposed a consular tourist visa that makes it difficult for citizens of the 
Dominican Republic to obtain. Since that visa came into effect, the number 
of expulsions of Dominicans from Chile increased by 174% annually. An 
average of 90% of these expulsions was due to irregular entry into the State 
of Chile (Policía de Investigaciones, 2019).
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By the end of 2018, the Chilean judiciary pronounced sentence on 
the first illicit smuggling operation, which operated along the Bolivia-Chile-
Perú border. The leader of the band was a Peruvian woman living in Tacna. 
She had to be extradited to Chile to be tried in court. She led a band that co-
ordinated human smuggling from the country of origin to the destination 
country of arrival and in this case, from Santo Domingo in the Dominican 
Republic to Santiago de Chile. The network was made up of smugglers who 
also operated in Ecuador, Perú, and Bolivia.

According to information provided by the National Prosecutor’s 
Office and processed by the Public Security Division of the Ministry of 
the Interior of Chile and requested through the Transparency Law, there 
have been 315 cases of human trafficking formalized between 2010 and 
2017 (Fiscalía Nacional, 2018). In each of those cases, there may have been 
many parties involved. Of those human trafficking cases, 81% were cases 
of irregular entry through the northern border of Chile with Perú and 
Bolivia, and of those involved, 64% were of Dominican nationality. The 
three prosecutors interviewed for this investigation believe that the num-
ber of formalized cases was much lower than the actual total number of 
smuggling cases.

The border that divides Chile and Perú is very porous, and there are 
scarce resources to control it. Those interviewed mentioned one hundred 
irregular entries daily at the Chile-Perú border. This border historically 
was a minefield, although under the Ottawa Convention it has been almost 
completely dismantled. However, the altiplano rains have led to rivers over-
flowing and the uprooting of mines from their original location. In the last 
40 years, 194 people have fallen victim to these landmines (Attanasio, 2018). 
Those who illegally enter Chile from Perú, walk along the shore or along 
the train tracks to avoid these landmines. 

According to data requested by the transparency platform and deliv-
ered by the Carabineros de Chile (the uniformed police), 2,349 people were 
detained in 2018 when entering Chile through an irregular route along the 
border between Chile and Perú. Of those detained, 1,292 were Cuban, and 
922 were Dominican. Chile requires that these citizens obtain a tourist con-
sular visa. This requirement has encouraged irregular entry and the illegal 
trafficking of persons. The number of Cubans increased from 202 in 2017 
to 1,292 in 2018 (see Table 4). (Carabineros de Chile, 2019).
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Table 4. People arrested for clandestine entry into Chile at the border  
with Perú from 2017 to 2018

Nationality 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 Total 
2013-2018

Dominican 0 75 417 585 947 922 2,946

Colombian 81 213 42 37 32 43 448

Bolivian 20 3 36 44 2 0 105

Peruvian 39 23 26 8 11 18 125

Haitian 0 2 3 23 2 4 34

Cuban 2 0 6 12 202 1,292 1,514

Ecuadorian 3 13 1 2 8 24 51

Argentinian 0 0 1 0 1 1 3

Venezuelan 0 0 0 1 1 38 40

Congolese 0 0 0 0 1 0 1

Brazilian 0 0 0 0 0 1 1

Panamanian 0 0 0 0 0 1 1

Syrian 0 0 0 1 0 3 4

Swedish 0 0 0 0 0 1 1

Chinese 0 0 0 0 0 1 1

French 4 0 0 1 0 0 5

Spaniard 0 1 0 0 0 0 1

Kenyan 0 0 1 0 0 0 1

Ethiopian 0 0 1 0 0 0 1

Palestine 0 0 0 1 0 0 1

Total 149 330 534 715 1,207 2,349

Source: Carabineros de Chile (2019).
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It is striking that 40 Venezuelans are already on that list. In the in-
terviews in Tacna, Venezuelan migrants who run out of money and are in a 
state of despair seriously consider the possibility of entering Chile clandes-
tinely. On the other hand, although only four Haitians appeared on the list 
in 2018, many think that number will grow given that Chile has imposed 
various entry requirements on them. 

The Chilean Navy has cameras that record the shore at the beach. Ir-
regular entries are recorded, but when the prosecutor’s office reviews them, 
it is already too late, and many are already in Arica, where it is tough to find 
them. Illegal Cuban entries have grown, displacing Dominicans who had 
been the most numerous since 2012, the year in which the State of Chile 
imposed a consular visa for Dominicans.

Cubans travel by plane to Guyana, where a visa is not required. 
From there they enter Brazil, cross the Amazon and head for Perú, pass-
ing through Rio Branco, in the Brazilian state of Acre, to cross into Perú 
through Puerto Maldonado, in the province of Madre de Dios. From there 
they go to Cusco and continue to Arequipa until they reach Tacna, on the 
border with Chile.

Although the figures of Cuban and Dominican smuggled persons are 
low regarding the total number of migrants, they still represent significant 
and complex cases. New international illicit associations have been created 
where frequently women suffer sexual abuse. In 2016 a Dominican woman 
died abandoned by her smuggler in the altiplano at 4,000 meters above sea 
level, a few meters from the Chile-Bolivia border. 

It is common to see bands of smugglers in the International Ter-
minal of Tacna trying to attract migrants to take them to Chile through a 
clandestine route. So far, the evidence has shown that restrictive policies 
often have negative consequences on the life and dignity of migrants.

Denied entry or rejections of migrants into Chile in Chacalluta have 
been common in recent years. In 2012, 6,355 people were sent back due to 
very unclear and non-specific reasons. Due to incompliance of immigra-
tion regulations, 6,094 were denied entry, three for not obtaining the proper 
documentation to enter as a tourist, 48 for having criminal records, and 
210 for other reasons. Of those rejected, 3,063 were Ecuadorian, 1,617 were 
Colombian, and 1,573 were Peruvian. The rest were divided among several 
nationalities. In 2013, the number of denied entries increased to 11,093, with 
Colombians making up the majority with 4,805 rejections, followed by Perú 
with 4,360 rejections. Numbers fell to 1,771 in 2015, which is probably due to 
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migration policies driven by the new government (Policía de Investigaciones, 
2019). It is not uncommon that rejected migrants at the border attempt to 
enter Chile through a clandestine passage with the help of smugglers.

Conclusions and recommendations

This chapter has sought to characterize the Chile-Perú border with the most 
up-to-date information possible, trying to demonstrate changing contexts 
and emerging challenges. The primary sources of information have been ob-
servations and interviews at the border to obtain ethnographic and qualita-
tive material and Transparency Law that allows access to public information 
to obtain the most up-to-date figures possible. In fact, most of the informa-
tion has been updated as recently as December of 2018 or even January 2019. 

The Venezuelan crisis has worsened and Colombia, Perú y Chile re-
ceive most of the Venezuelan migration. Many people are travelling to Chile 
through its northern border. Some as migrants and some as asylum seekers. 
Due to the continuing growing number, the government is imposing stricter 
controls on those entering Chilean territory. This measure has created a 
humanitarian crisis, and hundred o Venezuelans are stuck in Tacna living 
in deplorable conditions. When closing the edition of this chapter, the situ-
ation was changing rapidly. 

The information gathered shows that international organizations 
and civil society organizations play an increasingly relevant role in pro-
tecting the rights of migrants, in particular, those who are rejected at the 
border and those who are stranded without knowing what to do. The evi-
dence indicates that the Venezuelan migration flow will increase, becoming 
increasingly more precarious. People are migrating in progressively more 
unsafe conditions.

The reality at the border shows that a number of the migration poli-
cies designed by the government do not work to manage migratory flows 
or to protect the fundamental rights of migrants. Tourism visas imposed 
by Chile on principally black Caribbean countries (Cuba, the Dominican 
Republic, and Haiti) have favoured the creation of human smuggling net-
works and increased irregular entry into the State of Chile.

It is essential that new institutions, both in Chile and Perú, facilitate 
migratory regularity. Restrictive migratory frameworks and rigidities that 
hamper regularity do nothing but turn migration into social vulnerability. 
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This is particularly visible at the triple border and demands solutions ac-
cording to the particular migratory reality of this territory. The illegal prac-
tice of submitting asylum seekers to a pre-admissibility interview needs to 
be rectified. In Tacna, the work carried out by NGOs of registering cases of 
those rejected in a discretionary manner could be fundamental.

The Democratic Responsibility Visa created by the Chilean govern-
ment in April of 2018 has proven to be inefficient in the protection of Ven-
ezuelans who travel to Chile with the hope of entering as tourists or asylum 
seekers. The state authorities receiving Venezuelan migrants must under-
stand that a passport or criminal record certificate cannot be required of 
citizens of a State incapable of issuing them. It has been suggested that civil 
society organizations in Arica and Tacna develop a border observation net-
work to detect and register cases where the authorities engage in illegal acts, 
such as the denial of asylum applications.

It is also recommended that the Chilean State review the require-
ments for the Democratic Responsibility visa in order to offer a viable al-
ternative for Venezuelans seeking to migrate regularly. It seems necessary 
to offer international protection to Venezuelans, especially if the migration 
flow continues growing. The number of Cubans illegally entering Chile is 
increasing quickly. A closer look at this phenomenon seems critical to un-
derstand why this migration flow is growing and determine whether they 
are being smuggled in or not. 
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