Give Latin Americans reasons to stay home 
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The bipartisan immigration bill now under consideration by the Congress addresses how to stop the influx of immigrants from Central America in the short term and proposes how to deal with those already in the country. 

What needs further consideration is how to address the longer-term issue of stemming the tide of people coming to the United States primarily to find higher paying work than is available back home. 

The experience in South Florida may provide pertinent insight. 

In 2002 while writing freelance as a special correspondent for the South Florida Sun-Sentinel, I was asked to prepare a story on the region's Colombian community. During the previous decade, there had been a steady flow of Colombians to South Florida as increasing guerrilla warfare had spread throughout the country. The conflict had brought a sharp increase in kidnappings, bombings and other violence. 

As more and more Colombians sought safety and security in the United States, longer-term residents had formed organizations to provide seminars on developing credit, planning for retirement, insurance, Social Security and other issues that were often very confusing to newly arrived Colombians. Others helped immigrants to purchase a home, process immigration papers, get their children in school, find a church, etc. 

But it wasn't easy. "They don't understand the finances here and they can't get credit," one interviewee told me. "And, they miss their family, friends and way of life back home."
By the next year, when the newspaper again asked me to write a feature on the Colombian community in South Florida, I found the picture had totally changed. 

"Many people are starting to return to Colombia," the same source told me. Changing conditions in Colombia under President Alvaro Uribe and an increasingly favorable economic situation there had convinced many that it was time to return home. 

Two years previous, 1,000 Colombians were relocating to Florida each week. By 2003 the number of immigrants was down to 100 to 150 a week. And, Avianca Airlines was reported to be carrying at least 15 families back to their Colombian homes each week. 

The reason for the change? Conditions had improved in Colombia and Colombians wanted to return to their homeland and be closer to their families. The economy had improved, violence was reduced, movement around the country and in cities was much safer and the business climate had turned around. 

Another source told me, "Many Colombians are returning because they feel the need to go back to their roots and resume the style of life they had before they fled." 

The example from Colombia can easily be applied to Mexico, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras and other countries from which immigrants come to seek a better life. 

As we debate spending upwards of $3 billion (some estimates go as high at $7 billion) to build a wall along the U.S.-Mexican border, consideration needs to be given to providing resources to develop the economic base where most immigrants originate.

