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ABSTRACT
This paper provides a detailed analysis of financial remittances to families in ru-
ral Andean Ecuador. Five different types of transfers are identified and analyzed:
family maintenance remittances, migrants’ savings, debt repayment, emergency
money, and gift money. In each case, the dollars families receive as remittances
have various meanings. In order to fully understand migrants’ money transfers to
their families, the relationships between senders and receivers, which include mu-
tual—and sometimes diverging—expectations and obligations, need to be taken
into account. These relationships are complex, and shaped by gender, age, and
kinship considerations.
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¢Son todos los dolares iguales? Los significados
de las transferencias financieras de los migrantes

RESUMEN
Este articulo ofrece un andlisis detallado de las transferencias monetarias entre per-
sonas migrantes y sus familias en dos zonas rurales de los Andes ecuatorianos. Se
identifican y analizan cinco transferencias distintas: remesas sustento, ahorros de
las personas migrantes, pago de deudas, dinero para emergencias y dinero-regalo.
En cada caso, los significados asociados a los ddlares recibidos son diferentes. Para
entender plenamente las transferencias de dinero entre las personas migrantes y sus
familias, hay que mirar la relacién que se existe entre ambos grupos. Esta relacién
que incluye mutuas y a veces divergentes expectativas y obligaciones, es compleja y
estd marcada por cuestiones de género, edad y parentesco.

Palabras clave: 1. remesas, 2. familias transnacionales, 3. género, 4. Andes, 5.
Ecuador
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The Meaning Bebind Remittances

Money in the Western world is assumed to be impersonal, neu-
tral, value-free, and completely fungible. These same qualities of
money also apply to the money migrants send to their families in
their countries of origin. The fungibility principle of money be-
came seriously compromised when the underlying understanding
that in modern society all money is the same was challenged by
Zelizer in her analysis of U.S. women’s money for domestic uses
(Zelizer, 1989). She showed how “[w]e assign different meanings
and designate separate uses for particular kinds of monies” (Zel-
izer, 1989:343). In the context of international migration, are all
dollars sent by migrants equal? Are they, thus, completely inter-
changeable? Or are they, on the contrary, not the same, convey-
ing different meanings? The term remittances is a buzzword in
economics and development studies, but is it too generic? Does
the word accurately describe the reality of millions of senders and
receivers worldwide? There is a pressing need to shed light on the
various meanings and types of financial transfers that form parts
of the overall term remittances.

The transnational family is the primary locus where remittanc-
es are imbued with values and meaning. The dynamic interplay
between remittance senders and receivers generates a matrix of
expectations and obligations that may not be the same for the
various members in the transnational family (see for instance
Banfi and Boccagni, 2011; King, Mata-Codesal, and Vullnetari,
2013; Pribilsky, 2007). Sociodemographic variables such as gen-
der, age, or civil status influence the way such interplay develops.
There is ample research showing how gender is a salient variable
in the analysis of remittances, both acknowledging the gendered
nature of financial remittances as well as the impacts of inter-
national remittances on gender practices and ideologies (Garcia
and Paiewonski, 2006; King, Dalipaj, and Mai, 2006; King and
Vullnetari, 2010; Kunz, 2008; Piper, 2005; Serensen, 2005). The
impacts of other sociodemographic variables such as age/genera-
tion or kinship have deserved less attention.

[40]
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The immediate scope of the transnational family needs to be
simultaneously placed within broader sociocultural and economic
structures, given that by now many works have proved that remit-
tances are not just a financial phenomenon but are socioculturally
embedded (Cliggett, 2005; Cohen and Rodriguez, 2005). Remit-
tances do not take place in a socioeconomic and cultural vacuum.
Instead, they stem from specific economic and sociocultural con-
figurations, inserting into and changing preexisting structures. Lo-
calized and ethnographic studies of financial remittances capture
the specific traits whose full significance is revealed only when
seen within the broader context they belong to. Ecuador provides
a unique context, given the two divergent migration systems in the
country: the traditional rural male irregular migration from the
provinces of Azuay and Cafar to the United States, dating to the
1950s, and more recent female-pioneered migrations to Spain and
Italy. Data from the Central Bank of Ecuador show that in recent
years remittances received from the United States, Spain, and Italy
account for 95 percent of the total remittance market (BCE, 2012).
Since the 2000s, in the context of the feminization of migrations
from Andean countries, Ecuadorean migration to Spain and Italy
has been one of the fundamental fields of academic and political
debate about the links between migratory processes and family dy-
namics, particularly addressing negotiations of gender and genera-
tion in relation to remittances (Herrera, Carrillo, and Torres, 2005;
Pedone, 2003; Ramirez-Gallegos and Ramirez, 2005).

This paper presents an emic typology of financial remittances to
families stemming from original quantitative and qualitative em-
pirical data collected in two areas of rural Andean Ecuador. The
anthropological term emic focuses on the viewpoint of those di-
rectly involved, in contrast with the observer’s viewpoint. Hence,
the provided analysis of migrants’ financial remittances is derived
from the perceptions of senders and receivers. After explaining
the data and methods, the paper analyzes the identified five main
transfers. In the fourth section of the article, remittances are pre-
sented as stemming from and affecting transnational family rela-
tions. The final section offers concluding remarks.
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Data and Methods

Xarbdn and Pindo (pseudonyms) are two small villages in southern
highland Ecuador, both with fewer than 2 500 inhabitants and high
international emigration rates (INEC, 2010). They are linked respecti-
vely by migration to The United States and Spain. These two villages
mirror the migration and remittance patterns of their corresponding
provinces, Azuay and Loja. International migration from Xarbdn is
irregular and male-dominated to The United States, while migration
from Pindo has been pioneered by women to Europe, particularly
to Spain. Reflecting these international migration patterns, the two
villages receive high remittance transfers, albeit from different orig-
ins: remittances to Xarbdn almost exclusively originate in the U.S,,
whereas remittances to Pindo are very likely to come from Spain.

Data for this paper came from extended fieldwork carried out
in Xarbdn and Pindo as well as in migrants’ new places of resi-
dence in the U.S. and Spain: nine months in Ecuador in 2009 and
a shorter two-month follow-up in the U.S. and Spain in 2010. A
mixed-method approach involving a household questionnaire, in-
depth interviews, and participant observation was used.

The household questionnaire provided information about 15
percent of each village population regarding migration-related is-
sues with special emphasis on material remittances. It captured data
about 306 villagers and 213 migrants belonging to 76 households
in Xarbdn, and 370 villagers and 185 migrants from 74 households
in Pindo. Except for three houscholds in Xarbdn, all surveyed
households in both villages had received money from their relatives
abroad at least once in the year before. Of the 398 migrants the
questionnaire collected data about, almost 80 percent send money
to their relatives in Ecuador. These figures provide a clear indica-
tion of how ubiquitous and important financial remittances are to
families in Xarbdn and Pindo.

I interviewed 70 people in Ecuador were interviewed, half of
them in Xarbdn and half in Pindo. Interviewees included villagers
with and without migrant relatives, migrants on temporary return,
and permanent returnees. Both questionnaire and interview data
were enriched with constant participant observation, as I was living
in the research sites for the whole period of the fieldwork.
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Emic Typology of Financial Family Remittances

Weaving together questionnaire, interview, and participant observa-
tion data, an emic typology of financial transfers between migrants
and their families in their villages of origin in Ecuador was devel-
oped. Some authors have similarly provided remittance typologies.
Goldring (2004) and Levitt (1998) provide probably the two best-
known categories of remittances. Levitt focused our attention on the
nonmaterial sending by migrants, what she labeled “social remit-
tances.” As an explanation for the low amounts of remittances that
were “productively” invested, Goldring proposed a three-category ty-
pology: family, collective, and investment remittances (2004). In the
same vein, this paper presents a typology detailed enough to cover the
wide spectrum of money transfers taking place in Xarbdn and Pindo.
Table 1 provides a summary overview of the five main transfers of
the emic typology of financial remittances presented in this paper.?

Table 1: Main Features of the Five Financial Transfers to Families

Lo Relation with
. Periodi- . . . .
Main uses cit Sending channels Aim migrants' income/
y expense structure

Daily expenses Not targeted (recei-

including low Money transfer . .
( 8 o) o 4 vers allocated among Migrants
recurrent medical ~ Periodical operators (based their competine dail exbenses
expenses and on convenience) peting datly P
X needs)
education)
Savings or
. > . 8 Banks (based on d . '
Migrants investment I | il ived Targete Migrants
e N . rregular  cost and perceive . decid S
savings (on construction, safety) (migrants decide) savings
land, shops, cars) ¥
ourney debt Money transfer . .
Debt J Y § Lo 4 Targeted Migrants
loans, house Periodical operators (based
repayment N (to repay debts) expenses
nlor[gages on COHVCUICHCC)
Targeted
Money transfer . .
Emergency Y (to cover the expenses Migrants
mone Health expenses Irregular operators of the specific savings
Y (based on speed) Cmergsncy) g

Money transfer

Not targeted (given
operators and 8 (g

Gift mone Clothes, shoes, Irregular couriers the low amounts Migrants'
8 Y treats g (if sending in involved, allocation is savings
g irrelevants)

kind remittances)

Source: Own elaboration based on fieldwork data.

? Collective and social remittances complete the web of transfers taking place bet-
ween migrants and their families in Xarbdn and Pindo. Reverse remittances were also
identified. I have covered these other transfers in my doctoral thesis (Mata-Codesal,
2011).
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Maintenance Remittances

In my first encounters with the villagers, it was clear that they use
the term remittances to refer to the relatively small amounts of
money sent to them regularly by their migrant relatives to pay for
their basic expenses. My informants identified as basic expenses of
their households the following: food, transportation, clothes, shoes,
education, and minor medical expenses. Education expenses paid
with maintenance remittances are usually for the cost of primary
and secondary education of the children in the household. This
includes tuition fees (if attending private schools), equipment and
books, uniforms, and transportation. Maintenance remittances pay
for remedies and doctor’s appointments for common illnesses such
as colds and for vaccinations, but do not pay for serious illnesses
requiring expensive treatments or surgery. This financial transfer
pays for the basic physical maintenance of the household members.
Understandably, maintenance remittances are then often thought
of as nurturing money that is metaphorically eaten, as seen in the
next two quotations:

Do you save any of the money that your sons send you from abroad
every month?

Not at all. T eat the money. I eat it all. (Maria Pindo, September

2009, 64-year-old mother of one migrant in Spain and one migrant
in the UK\

Do you save any of the money that your husband sends you from
abroad every month?

No, it is all for the stomach (todo es para la barriga). (Angélica, Pin-
do, October 2009, 47-year-old wife of migrant in Spain)

It is important to note that maintenance remittances do not cov-
er the “social reproduction” of migrants and their relatives. By so-
cial reproduction I mean investment in prestige and activities that
allow migrants to climb up the local social structure of the villages.
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The average monthly amount received per household was 285
U.S. dollars for Xarbdn households and 175 U.S. dollars for Pin-
do (data from the questionnaire). Maintenance remittances vary
throughout the year. At the beginning of the school year, mainte-
nance remittances tend to be higher to cover expenses associated
with education. One of the most relevant features of this transfer
is its periodicity. Regularity of the sending is important as mi-
grants’ households in their places of origin often rely entirely on
this source of income to make ends meet on a daily basis. Over 40
percent of households reported receiving maintenance remittanc-
es on a monthly basis (data from the questionnaire). Maintenance
remittances are usually sent through money transfer operators
(MTOs) based on convenience to send and receive money because
of their extended network of branches in rural areas.

Migrants’ Savings

The second transfer of this emic typology comes from migrants’
savings sent to Ecuador. Amounts sent as migrants’ savings are
higher than amounts periodically sent as maintenance remit
tances. Given the irregularity of this type of transfer, it is not
possible to capture specific amounts. The meaning and uses of
this money are diametrically different from those of maintenance
remittances, as this transfer is not intended to cover the daily
expenses of the receiver household in Ecuador. Villagers do not
tend to talk about the destinations of this transfer because they
do not consider it their money. They are only taking care of their
migrant relatives’ savings in Ecuador.

Migrants’ savings are not sent every month or with a fixed pe-
riodicity. Migrants can choose to keep their savings (if any) with
them in their current places of residence or send them to their
relatives in Ecuador. Xarbdn migrants in the U.S., where most
of them are undocumented and the fear of deportation is always
present, prefer to keep their savings in banks and credit coopera-
tives in Ecuador. In Ecuador, migrants’ savings can either be kept
as savings or used for investment purposes. The uses most often
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reported in the questionnaire were house construction, purchase
of vehicles, and land and livestock acquisition.

The dollarization of the Ecuadorean economy had a huge im-
pact on Xarbdn migrants’ savings in Ecuador. Dollarization was
unexpectedly announced in January 2000, setting a currency
exchange rate of 25 000 sucres per U.S. dollar. This depreciated
exchange rate was favorable for those who kept their savings in Ec-
uador in dollars, but strongly hit savings kept in sucres (virtually
all Xarbdn households with savings). Many returnees in Xarbdn
decided to migrate once again, faced with the prospects of depreci-
ated savings and a general price increase. In Pindo, the most seri-
ous event impacting migrants” savings was the financial crisis that
was unleashed in 2008. The crisis had a huge impact, particularly
for those migrants in Spain. It affected migrants’ employment and
income, which determine migrants’ expense and savings structure,
and thereby their remittance-related behavior. As fieldwork took
place in early 2009, the effects of the crisis had not yet reached
their full impact at the time of the data collection. However, from
media reports of the last years it is easy to speculate that an unclear
but growing number of Ecuadorean migrants have left Spain while
many others have lost their properties in the country (Ximénez de
Sandoval, 2011; Guede, 2012).

As Vullnetari and King found for Albania (2011:107), Xarbdn
and Pindo migrants also tend to favor banks to transfer their sav-
ings. This is in contrast with maintenance remittances, where mon-
ey transfer operators are preferred. Some banks charge a fixed rate
to send money (up to a relatively high amount), which makes them
attractive to send large amounts but expensive to routinely send
small amounts. Banks are also perceived as solid and safe institu-
tions to send large amounts.

Debt Repayment
Money sent periodically to repay debts is a third financial transfer

with a new set of meanings attached. It is regularly made with rela-
tively high amounts and is present in both Pindo and Xarbdn. The
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types of debt in each village are different. Pindo debts are normally
post-migration, whereas in Xarban they result from the journey itself.

In Xarbdn the journey to the U.S. is the main debt migrants
and their families must face. This journey is not only dangerous
but also expensive, which forces most migrants-to-be to become
heavily indebted. This situation has begun to be acknowledged in
the literature. Some current research has changed the lens from
which migration is seen and has begun to depict some types of
migration as debt-creation processes in contrast with the celebra-
tory discourses of migration as a development inductor because of
remittances (Stoll, 2010; Serensen, 2011).

As shown by some authors, the stricter the immigration barriers,
the higher the cost and risks involved for migrants (Andreas, 2001;
Cornelius, 2001; Gathmann, 2008). Most Xarbdn villagers know
either coyotes or pasadores (smugglers) who will take them, via sever-
al routes, to a final destination within the U.S., normally the home
of a relative in New York City. In 2009, prices ranged from 12 000
to 20 000 U.S. dollars, with most journeys costing around 15 000.

Journey debt takes between one and two years to be fully re-
paid. During this time, migrants make incredible efforts to earn
and save as much money as possible in order to prevent the debt
from growing. During this time, no matter how difficult the situ-
ation, migrants cannot even consider returning to Ecuador:

Many villagers, once they arrived to la Yoni® [New York], regret hav-
ing gone. They want to return right then. But because of the debt they
cannot. Once they have repaid the debt, they are already used to life
there (ya se han enseniado alld) and they do not want to return. (Silvia,
Xarbdn, May 2009, 56-year-old mother of five migrants in the U.S.)

Did you get used to life in the U.S. the first time you went there?

To be honest, I never paid much attention to it because all I had in
my mind was the debt. No matter how much I wanted to return, I
couldn’t; I was beholden to the debt I had. (Gilberto, Xarbdn, April
2009, 42-year-old returnee from the U.S.)

3 YONI is the informal way Ecuadoreans refer to the U.S. The expression comes
from the popular souvenir sticker T®YNY’ (Kyle, 2000:230).
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Debt from the journey often is not the only one Xarbdn mi-
grants take on, as they usually also help fund journeys of younger
relatives. They can either lend some of their savings, or can act
as guarantors for loan sharks in the provincial capital. Thus the
whole indebtedness story can start all over again.

The features of emigration from Pindo create a very different
debt transfer. The journey debt was never as much of an issue as
it was for Xarbdn migrants. The cost and comfort of the journey
were nothing like what Xarbdn villagers endured in their jour-
neys to the U.S. Journeys to Spain were on direct flights from
Quito to Madrid. Migrants were required to have around 3 000
euros: 1 000 for the return flight ticket and 2 000 for lz bolsa
(money to show at the Spanish border to prove one was a “proper”
tourist and had enough money to have a vacation in Spain). The
bolsa was returned as soon as the migrant was out of the airport
and the same money was then recycled and used for several mi-
grants (Jokisch and Pribilsky, 2002:83). Pindo villagers initially
borrowed the money (plata arrendada) from villagers who had
migrated to the U.S. or from some wealthy provincial capital
dwellers and it was repaid within a few months. When villag-
ers from the most isolated areas of the village started to migrate,
migration was not as profitable an activity as it used to be, and
they were strongly hit by the economic crisis in Spain. Some had
mortgaged their houses, land plots, or animals and were unable to
repay the journey debt on time. In the case of these families, the
much-expected transfer of money back to Ecuador never quite
took place, leaving these families even worse off.

The main debts that Pindo migrants incur are then post-mi-
gration. As a result of migrants’ experience in Europe, Pindo
migrants are used to dealing with the banking system. Hence
applying for loans in Ecuador to build houses, buy cars, or set up
businesses is not uncommon. Migration to Spain has made mi-
grants knowledgeable about the formal financial system and has
provided them with a privileged position to apply for loans (Ma-
ta-Codesal, 2013a). Formal financial institutions, such as banks
and credit cooperatives, are perceived by villagers as more likely
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to give loans to migrants or to families who have migrant relatives
abroad. Migrants with work permits and relatively stable jobs in
Spain can use their payment slips or properties in Spain as col-
lateral to apply for loans in Ecuador. In this way, Pindo villagers
without property in Ecuador but with migrant relatives abroad
can access formal credit in Ecuador. In this case, the transfer
“debt” is used to repay the monthly installments of the loan or
mortgage in Ecuador.

My son X and my daughter Y sent money to pay for almost half of
the house. They asked the bank for the other half. Now Y sends
$400 every month to pay the mortgage to the bank. (Maria, Pindo,
September 2009, 60-year-old mother of seven migrants in Spain)

As with maintenance remittances, MTOs are preferred, for rea-
sons of cost and convenience, for making the periodic transfers.

Emergency Money

The “emergency money” transfer comes from funds sent by mi-
grants to their families in the villages to cover unexpected high
expenses. This money provides receivers with the ability to cope
with unforeseen problems and as such is a source of (relative) tran-
quility. In case of serious emergency, and faced with underdevel-
oped credit and insurance markets in rural Ecuador, villagers can
rely on their migrant relatives, as usually migrants abroad have a
broader pool of financial resources to draw from:

With our delicate health, it is very difficult because they [our chil-
dren] are not physically with us. But imagine, if they were here,
there would be no way they could get the money. (Margarita, Xar-
ban, April 2009, 70-year-old mother of eight migrants in the U.S.)

Unexpected serious health problems are the most common
cause of migrants sending one-off amounts of money in this way.
Money for emergencies is directly related to the emergency itself,
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such as the price of the surgery, and the ability of the relatives
abroad to gather money in a short period of time. Migrants can
either use their own savings if kept abroad, or borrow the money
from someone in their social network.

Do you live better since your children migrated abroad?

Not a lot, but more or less. They will send us money if we ever get
sick, even if they have to go into debt there [abroad]. (Marta, Pindo,
September 2009, 54-year-old mother of four migrants in Spain)

Our sons tell us that if we ever get sick, they will figure out how
to get the money, because they are younger and it will be easier for
them to borrow the money in Spain to send us. (Luz, Pindo, August
2009, 67-year-old mother of seven migrants in Spain)

Through this type of transfer, migration reduces vulnerability
as it increases the resources to draw from in situations of emer-
gency or negative shocks. Hence, migration in Xarbdn and Pindo
acts through this transfer as a type of family insurance (Stark and
Lucas, 1988; Taylor, 1999). “Emergency money” is clearly a buffer
transfer that eases unexpected shocks:

Has your life changed because of your brother’s migration to the U.S?

Honestly, not, because I already had my family here. But it gives me
hope. If I am sick I know he will worry about it. He will send me a
hundred dollars. That gives me peace of mind. Some brothers do not
care but he does care about me. (Blanca, Pindo, September 2009,
39-year-old sister of migrant in the U.S.)

This transfer shows a different sending pattern from other trans-
fers as it is the speed of sending that is the determinant variable to
select the channel. Migrants do not mind incurring higher transfer
charges in exchange for the guarantee that the money will arrive as
quickly as possible to where it is urgently needed. Western Union is
the channel that most respondents mentioned as the preferred one
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to send “emergency money” because it only takes minutes for the
money to be ready for collection in Ecuador.

Gift Money

Some villagers mention that they receive gifts (ranging from
cards, chocolates, or flowers to washing machines or refrigera-
tors) or money for treats (plata para golosinas). This transfer is
numerically not very important, as money or gifts are usually sent
no more than once or twice a year on special occasions such as
birthdays, Christmas, or Mother’s Day. Money sent as a gift is on
average lower than 50 U.S. dollars. This type of gift money does
not have much impact on receiving households’ material well-
being beyond the momentary happiness of receiving a gift or a
bit of extra money on a special occasion. Nonetheless, this type
of transfer is highly charged with meaning as it is a clear way of
showing affection and reinvigorating bonds of love.

Clothes and shoes are sometimes sent, but most often money is
preferred by senders and receivers. They agree most products are al-
ready available in Ecuador and it is not worth paying to ship pack-
ages. The availability of remittances has spurred the appearance of
modern clothes shops in provincial capitals to cater to the remit-
tance receivers’ tastes. Money is also preferred by migrants who
have been away for a long time and are unaware of their relatives’
current tastes and desires. This is the case of a Xarbdn villager who
migrated to the U.S. when his daughters were in their early teens.
The poignancy of the following quote, revealing the pain of par-
ents’ separation from their growing-up children over many years,
should not go unnoticed.

I cannot send them clothes [to my two daughters in Ecuador]. I don’t
know their sizes. I've been here for so long that I still think of them
as my two little girls, and now they both have babies of their own!

(Oswaldo, New York, March 2010, 51-year-old migrant in the U.S.)

Gift money means usually adding a few extra dollars to the
periodic sending of maintenance remittances. When sending in-



52 MIGRACIONES INTERNACIONALES, VOL. 8, NUM. 1, ENERO-JUNIO DE 2015

kind remittances, migrants resort to couriers or, more often, to
relatives or friends going back to Ecuador.

Remittances and Transnational Family Relations

The internal dynamics in a transnational family are not straightfor-
ward. There is an ongoing tension between migrating and staying
put, between living physically with one’s own family or providing
them with a regular source of income from afar. This tension is
verbalized by the following non-migrant women:

Is your life better since your parents went to the U.S.?

I am not sure. Yes, my life is better although I do not have my parents’
affection now. (Magaly, Xarbdn, May 2009, 16-year-old daughter of
parents in the U.S.)

On the one hand, it is easier [life in Pindo since her husband migrat-
ed to Spain], on the other hand it is difficult; loneliness is difficult
to deal with. If only we had money and the family was together [...]
(Bremilda, Pindo, September 2009, 45-year-old wife of migrant in
Spain)

Transnational families, like other families, have implied relation-
ships among their members that entail mutual expectations and
obligations. Financial transfers are at the core of the moral and
affective economies of transnational families, and are crossed by
gender, generation, and kinship considerations. Each identified
transfer spurs its own sender(s)-receiver(s) dynamics, which gener-
ate particular meanings attached to the dollars sent.

Maintenance remittances take place between direct relatives,
mainly within a nuclear transnational family. Maintenance remit-
tances are highly shaped by gender, age, and civil status as very
often the money is sent to the spouse who stays put in Ecuador. In
Xarbdn this is overwhelmingly the case of the wife who stays in the
village, and of the children of the migrant, if any. The situation in
Pindo is more complex as women pioneered migration to Spain.
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Those men who are receiving maintenance remittances from their
wives abroad are subjected to a lot of social pressure and usually
portrayed as unable to meet their manly obligations toward their
family. In all cases, when migrants have children in Ecuador they,
and the persons in charge of them, are the main receivers. This is
linked with the fact that providing for their children is often re-
ported by migrants as their top motivation to migrate:

Did you send money for your children when you were abroad?

Yes. When one goes there and the children stay here, one must [his
emphasis] send money every month: money for the household ex-
penses, for food, for education, for everything. (Fermin, Pindo, Oc-
tober 2009, 38-year-old returnee from Spain)

Why did you decide to migrate to the U.S?

Because life was hard here. Life has always been hard here. I couldn’t
afford my children’s education. There wasn’t money. My salary was
not enough, so I was forced to migrate looking for a better life, for
my children’s future, for my own future. (Alfonso, Xarbdn, April
2009, 60-year-old returnee from the U.S.)

Given the small amounts received as maintenance remittances,
less than 300 U.S. dollars per month,* receivers need to manage
and prioritize their expenses. Allocation of these small amounts
of money received regularly is decided by receivers. Migrants do
not supervise this allocation as they have been away sometimes
for long periods and are unaware of the context of the situation
in Xarbdn and Pindo. There were no serious problems due to the
allocation of maintenance remittances, although there were some
tensions regarding quantities. Often returnees showed their un-
easiness between their hard life abroad and the financial expecta-
tions their relatives in Ecuador expected them to fulfill. Migrants

# The cost of the canasta familiar bésica (basic goods and services family basket)
in Ecuador in 2009 was 520 U.S. (INEC, 2013). This is a national average. Living in
the countryside is cheaper as some expenses, such as food and housing, are lower or
covered by non-monetary means.
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and returnees complain about their expenses abroad and how dif-
ficult it sometimes was to make ends meet. “It is not enough” (120
alcanza) was an often repeated sentence:

I lived there [in the U.S.] eight years. I worked three days a week. If
you have no papers there is no way you can work eight hours each
day. So, it wasn’t enough. My rent was expensive [...] 1 300 dollars
per month. Imagine. [...] How to manage with so few hours of work.
That wasn’t convenient, right? [...] It is difficult over there (Es jodido
alli). (Jests, Xarbdn, July 2009, 46-year-old returnee from the U.S.)

Remittances cannot be read outside the framework of possi-
bilities created by migrants’ income and expense structures. The
income part of the equation is given by the labor market incorpo-
ration of migrants in terms of earnings and job stability. Migrants
in low-paid and unstable jobs are unlikely to develop sustainable,
regular money transfers to their families in their countries of origin.
Some authors have criticized the academic euphoria that depicts
remittances as the new development mantra (Kapur, 2004), partly
because this approach overlooks the daily hardships that low-paid
migrants must face in order to earn and save money to send to their
relatives (Datta et al., 2006; 2007). This is clearly the case of the
Pindo migrants in Spain who do seasonal piecework in agriculture,
and of those irregular migrants with temporary jobs who cannot
sustain a regular sending of remittances.

Not only are remittances dependent on migrants’ income, they
are also a function of migrants’ expenditure patterns. Migrants
must distribute their earnings among alternative uses. As a resul,
remittances compete with alternative money allocations. Obvious-
ly, the more money that is spent in the U.S. or Europe, the less that
can be sent to Ecuador. This situation generates tensions that must
not be overlooked (Julca, 2005:23). Migrants’ desires for increasing
everyday comfort and material signals of success in their countries
of residence directly affects their ability to send money to their rela-
tives in Ecuador. This aspect points directly to the presence of dif-
ferent expectations by the members in a transnational family.



MATA-CODESAL/ARE ALL DOLLARS EQUAL?

Not all of the main five transfers in the typology presented are
considered equally by migrants: some are considered as expenses,
while others are seen as savings. As taken for granted as this differ-
entiation may appear, it has decisive consequences. “Maintenance
remittances” are considered by migrants as an expense along with
their everyday expenses abroad such as rent, utilities, transport, and
so on. This transfer is then directly deducted from migrants™ in-
come. Money to repay debts is also an expense migrants must face
before any surplus or savings can be created out of their income. On
the other hand, migrants’ savings, gifts, or collective remittances
are sent if and only if there is any remaining money after expenses
are met. The status of money for emergencies is more context-de-
termined as it depends on many other variables: whether migrants
keep savings abroad, the required amount, or on migrants™ ability
to pool money from various sources, including access to formal or
informal credit.

Migrants’” expenditure patterns change over time, affecting mi-
grant’s remitting behavior. As Carling argues, striking contrasts in
remittance patterns are the result of different stages in the migra-
tion project (2008:589). Throughout all the stages the idea of return
influences migrants’ expenses and as such affects their remittance
behavior: migrants intending to return are generally more likely to
remit, and remit larger amounts (Merkle and Zimmermann, 1992;
Pinger, 2010).

In the case of the migrants’ savings transfer, parents of single
migrants (who are the ones with the highest capacity to save) are
usually in charge of managing their migrant children’s savings. I
encountered a few cases where female migrants send money to oth-
er female relatives, such as mothers, aunts, or sisters. Female rela-
tives are perceived by female migrants as more reliable than males:

Did you keep your savings in a bank in Spain?

Yes. I kept them in La Caixa [a Spanish building society]. There I
had a bank account. I opened my account and put my money there.
Before that, well yes, I sent money to some relative of mine to keep
it in Ecuador.
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To your husband?

No, no, no. Men are not to be trusted. They are fine and unexpect-
edly they give you a surprise. A bad surprise. That is how it is. You
never really get to know men. Like a book you never finish reading.
It is how I tell you. Well, not all men must be that way, but I don’t
trust them. I sent the money to a sister or an aunt to save. Not to
him. (Sonia, Pindo, October 2009, 31-year-old returnee from Spain)

Migrants decide a priori decide how to use this transfer, as the
money is considered theirs, their savings. Although usually this
is the case, sometimes the relatives feel migrants are being unrea-
sonable and do not follow their instructions. This is the situation
in the next quote where the wife in Xarbdn did not agree with the
house design sent from New York by her husband. She perceived
it as not suitable for the village, so she asked the builders to follow
another design:

He sent me a picture of a house in the U.S. for me to build one here.
But I figured I was going to be the one living in it [laughing], so I
did not follow his model. (Rosa, Xarbdn, July 2009, 33-year-old wife
of migrant in the U.S.)

Debts pose a huge stress in the relationships within a transna-
tional family. Migrants’ relatives in Ecuador are constantly worried
about migrants not meeting their obligations, which would lead to
the loss of the warranted property. As many migrants and villagers
complained, the “journey debt eats all our money” in migrants’
first years abroad. This time is very hard for migrants and their rel-
atives in Xarbdn and Pindo as a consequence of the debt-generated
stress when adjustments take place as a result of migration.

Emergency money is strongly affected by generational issues, as
it is often the case that migrant children provide for serious and
unexpected medical expenses of their elderly parents. With an
improving but still precarious public health system in Ecuador,
particularly so in rural areas such as Xarbdn and Pindo, private
health-care expenses can reach unaffordable amounts. Between



MATA-CODESAL/ARE ALL DOLLARS EQUAL? 57

close relatives, emergency money is not expected to be repaid—and
neither are maintenance remittances. This is so, for instance, when
migrant children send money to their elderly parents for hospi-
talization or surgery in Ecuador. However, in situations such as
married siblings in Ecuador asking for money from their married
migrant siblings, migrants usually provide the money in the form
of a loan. Even under this circumstance, villagers are still better off
than having to resort to the abusive conditions of local lenders.
Gift money shows a diverging pattern due to migrants’ gender
in Xarbdn and Pindo. In the context of male migration from Xar-
ban, gift money to buy technology is highly appreciated by the
teenage children of migrants, and by the young migrants abroad,
which sometimes competes with migrants™ ability to send remit-
tances. In the case of female migration from Pindo, remittances in
the shape of gifts are intimately linked to the negotiations carried
out mainly by mothers with their sons and daughters who remain
in their place of origin, as it is clear from the next quotation of a
mother from Pindo who migrated without her children to Spain:

At the beginning [when she came back to Ecuador after ten years in
Spain] I suffered a lot because of my daughters. My two youngest
daughters, they just wanted to be with their grandparents, not with
me. Ugh, no, no, no. How much I suffered because of that! We were
at home and they said, “We're going home’ and they went to their
grandparents’. It was very, very hard for me. Oh, my holy virgin! The
two others, my oldest daughters, because they were older when I
went to Spain, they did understand. I never neglected them, I always
sent them money [si es que yo nunca me desentendi de ellas, yo siem-
pre les mandaba]. At Christmas I sent them toys, clothes, whatever.
[...] They were always in my mind. I never neglected them. When
they got a phone, I always called them, talked to them. (Alba, Pindo,
September 2009, 41-year-old returnee from Spain)

Using the expression “gift money” or “money for treats” is based
on the relatively low amount of the quantities involved. However,
this terminology also reflects a gendered system of meaning that
considers money sent by women as less relevant than money sent
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by men. Vullnetari and King also found a similar differentiation

in Albania where money sent by women was depicted as money
“just for a coffee” (Vullnetari and King, 2011:120).

Concluding Remarks

Dollars received by families as financial remittances convey dif-
ferent meanings, that are molded in the dynamic interplay be-
tween senders and receivers. Gender is one variable that heavily
pervaded financial transfers within transnational families (King,
Mata-Codesal, and Vullnetari, 2013; Mata-Codesal, 2013b). In
order to fully understand the meaning of each financial transfer,
they need to be read within and incorporated into the receivers’
frame of needs and resources, the migrants’ income and expense
structure, and the evolving negotiations between the members of
the transnational family.

Maintenance remittances are the most important and regular
money transfer taking place in the two research locations, and ar-
guably in many other locations worldwide. They clearly improve
the material environment of receivers. This money enables receiv-
ing villagers to live in houses that are more comfortable than the
traditional mud houses; they are well-fed and well-dressed; and
younger members of the household can pursue further education.
Debt repayment takes place but for different reasons in Xarbdn and
Pindo. The journey debt literally haunts Xarbdn migrants during
their first months in the U.S. Only when maintenance remittanc-
es and debt repayment are covered can migrants save. Emergency
money does not directly increase the everyday material lives of re-
ceivers, but plays an important role, cushioning unexpected shocks.
Finally, gifts, although much less important from a macroeconom-
ic point of view, are emotionally very important and must be read
as materializations of affection. This disaggregation of remittances
facilitates discussions on the role of migrant remittances by ac-
knowledging that remittances can in fact fulfill several roles simul-
taneously. For instance, maintenance remittances may function as
funds for sustenance, while emergency money has a clear insurance
role by buffering negative events.
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The presence and importance of each transfer in the typology is
heavily dependent on the stage and features of the migratory proj-
ect. For instance, debt repayment is far more important in Xarbdn
than in Pindo, and more so in the first stages of migration than
later on. The different migration stages and the time irregularity of
some of the money transfers did not allow me to capture specific
amounts.

Based on the understanding that the conceptualization and
terminology of remittances needs attention, this article has pre-
sented a five item emic typology of the financial transfers be-
tween migrants and their direct relatives in their places of origin.
The provided typology is obviously an analytical construction
and as such, a simplification of a more complex and dynamic
reality. However, it has analytical consequences. The incongru-
ence between the grand mainstream term and the emic nuances
of senders and receivers that Vullnetari and King (2011) found in
Albania, as I did in Andean Ecuador, is the basis for the theoreti-
cal developments presented in this paper. The term remittances,
prolifically used by researchers, policymakers and politicians, as
well as in the design of surveys, censuses, and other data-collect-
ing tools, has a lot of purchasing power to gain by incorporating
available ethnographic accounts from different parts of the world.
The non-disaggregated general term obscures a more complex
reality as different types of transfers are subsumed and homoge-
nized into the main remittances transfer. Although the presented
typology in this paper is localized, some patterns are surely more
widely generalizable.

References

ANDREAS, Peter, 2001, “The Transformation of Migrant Smug-
gling across the U.S.-Mexican border”, in David Kyle and Rey
Koslowski, eds., Global Human Smuggling. Comparative Perspec-
tives, Baltimore, John Hopkins University Press, pp. 107-126.

BANCO CENTRAL DE ECUADOR (BCE), 2012, Evolucién Anual
de las Remesas, Quito, Banco Central de Ecuador.



60

MIGRACIONES INTERNACIONALES, VOL. 8, NUM. 1, ENERO-JUNIO DE 2015

BANFI, Ludovica and Paolo BOCCAGNI, 2011, “Transnational
Family Life and Female Migration in Italy: One or Multiple
Patterns?”, in Albert Kraler, Eleonore Kofman, Martin Kohli,
and Camille Schmoll, eds., Gender, Generations and the Family
in International Migration, Amsterdam, Amsterdam University
Press, pp. 285-310.

CARLING, Jorgen, 2008, “The determinants of migrant remit-
tances”, Oxford Review of Economic Policy, Oxford, U.K., Ox-
ford University Press, Vol. 24, No. 3, pp. 582-599.

CLIGGETT, Lisa, 2005, “Remitting the gift: Zambian mobility
and anthropological insights for migration studies”, Population
Space and Place, U.S., Wiley, Vol. 11, No. 1, pp. 35—48.

COHEN, Jeffrey H. and Leila RODRIGUEZ, 2005, “Remittance
Outcomes in Rural Oaxaca, Mexico: Challenges, Options and
Opportunities for Migrant Households”, Population Space and
Place, U.S., Wiley, Vol. 11, No. 1, pp. 49-63.

CORNELIUS, Wayne A., 2001, “Death at the Border: Efficacy
and Unintended Consequences of US Immigration Control
Policy”, Population and Development Review, U.S., Wiley, Vol.
27, No. 4, pp. 661-685.

DATTA, Kavita; Cathy MCILWAINE, Jane WILLS, Yara EVANS,
Joanna HERBERT, and Jon MAY [working paper], 2006, “Chal-
lenging remittances as the new development mantra: perspec-
tives from low-paid migrant workers in London”, London,
Queen Mary University (Working Paper 5).

DATTA, Kavita; Cathy MCILWAINE, Jane WILLS, Yara EVANS,
Joanna HERBERT, and Jon MAY, 2007, “The new development
finance or exploiting migrant labour? Remittance sending among
low-paid migrant workers in London”, International Development
Planning Review, Liverpool, UK., Liverpool University Press,
Vol. 29, No. 1, pp. 43—67.

GARCIA, Mar and Denise PAIEWONSKI, 2006, Gender, Remittanc-
es and Development. The Case of Women Migrants from Vicente
Noble, Dominican Republic, Santo Domingo, UN-INSTRAW.

GATHMANN, Christina, 2008, “Effects of Enforcement on Il-
legal Markets: Evidence from Migrant Smuggling along the



MATA-CODESAL/ARE ALL DOLLARS EQUAL?

Southwestern Border”, Journal of Public Economics, Elsevier,
Vol. 92, No. 10-11, pp. 1926-1941.

GOLDRING, Luin, 2004, “Family and Collective Remittances to
Mexico: A Multi-Dimensional Typology”, Development and
Change, U.S., Wiley, Vol. 35, No. 4, pp. 799—-840.

GUEDE, Araceli, 2012, “El largo brazo de los bancos no llega a
Ecuador”, El Pais, in “Politica”, Madrid, November 13.

HERRERA, Gioconda; Maria Cristina CARRILLO, and Alicia
TORRES, 2005, La Migracién Ecuatoriana: transnacionalismo,
redes e identidades, Quito, Ecuador, Facultad Latinoamericana
de Ciencias Sociales (Flacso) Sede Ecuador.

INSTITUTO NACIONAL DE ESTADISTICA DE ECUADOR (INEC),
2010, VII Population and VI Household Census, Quito, Ecua-
dor, Instituto Nacional de Estadistica de Ecuador.

INSTITUTO NACIONAL DE ESTADISTICA DE ECUADOR (INEC),
2013, Evolucion canasta familiar bdsica, Quito, Ecuador, Insti-
tuto Nacional de Estadistica de Ecuador.

JOKISCH, Brad D. and Jason PRIBILSKY, 2002, “The Panic to
Leave: Economic Cirisis and the ‘New Emigration” from Ec-
uador”, International Migration, U.S., Wiley, Vol. 40, No. 4,
pp. 75-101.

JULCA, Alex, 2005, “Socioeconomics and Conflict in Sending
Remittances from New York City’s Unstable Labor Markets to
Peru”, in Sarumathi Jayaraman and Immanuel Ness, eds., 75e
New Urban Immigrant Workforce. Innovative Models for Labor
Organizing, New York, M.E. Sharpe, pp. 9-32.

KAPUR, Devesh [discussion paper], 2004, “Remittances: The
New Development Mantra?”, New York, United Nations (G-
24 Discussion Paper Series).

KING, Russell; Mirela DALIPAJ, and Nicola MAI, 2006, “Gender-
ing Migration and Remittances. Evidence from London and
Northern Albania”, Population, Space and Place, U.S., Wiley,
Vol. 12, pp. 409-434.

KING, Russell and Julie VULLNETARI [working paper], 2010,
“Gender and Remittances in Albania. Or Why ‘Are Women
Better Remitters than Men?” Is Not the Right Question”,

61



62

MIGRACIONES INTERNACIONALES, VOL. 8, NUM. 1, ENERO-JUNIO DE 2015

Brighton, U.K., Sussex Centre for Migration Research (SCMR
Working Paper 58).

KING, Russell; Diana MATA-CODESAL, and Julie VULLNETARI,
2013, “Migration, Development, Gender and the ‘Black Box’
of Remittances: Comparative Findings from Albania and Ec-
uador”, Journal of Comparative Migration Studies, Amsterdam,
Amsterdam University Press, Vol. 1, No. 1, pp. 69-96.

KUNZ, Rahel, 2008, “’“Remittances are Beautiful’? Gender Impli-
cations of the New Global Remittances Trend”, Third World
Quarterly, Taylor and Francis, Vol. 29, No. 7, pp. 1389-1409.

KYLE, David, 2000, 7ransnational Peasants: Migrations, Net-
works, and Ethnicity in Andean Ecuador, Baltimore, U.S., John
Hopkins University Press.

LEVITT, Peggy, 1998, “Social Remittances: Migration-Driven
Local-Level Forms of Cultural Diffusion”, International Mi-
gration Review, U.S., Wiley, Vol. 32, No. 4, pp. 926-948.

MATA-CODESAL, Diana [PhD thesis], 2011, “Material and Social
Remittances in Highland Ecuador”, Brighton, U.K., Univer-
sity of Sussex.

MATA-CODESAL, Diana, 2013a, “Linking Social and Financial
Remittances in the Realms of Financial Know-How and Edu-
cation in Rural Ecuador”, Migration Letters, London, Transna-
tional Press, Vol. 10, No. 1, pp. 23-32.

MATA-CODESAL, Diana, 2013b, “Towards a Gender Sensitive
Approach to Remittances in Ecuador”, in Laura Oso and Na-
talia Ribas-Mateos, eds., The International Handbook on Gen-
der, Migration and Transnationalism: Global and Development
Perspectives, Cheltenham, U.K. & Northampton, U.S., Edward
Elgar Publishing, pp. 361-375.

MERKLE, Lucie, and Klaus F. ZIMMERMANN, 1992, “Savings,
Remittances, and Return Migration”, Economics Letters, Else-
vier, Vol. 38, No. 1, pp. 77-81.

PEDONE, Claudia [PhD thesis], 2003, “T siempre jalas a los tuy-
os. Redes y Cadenas Migratorias de las Familias Ecuatorianas
hacia Espafna”, Barcelona, Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona.



MATA-CODESAL/ARE ALL DOLLARS EQUAL?

PINGER, Pia, 2010, “Come Back or Stay? Spend Here or There?
Return and Remittances: The Case of Moldova”, International
Migration,U.S., Wiley, Vol. 48, No. 5, pp. 142-173.

PIPER, Nicola, 2005, “Gender and Migration”, in Global Com-
mission on International Migration, ed., Policy Analysis and Re-
search Programme Report 10, Geneva, GCIM.

PRIBILSKY, Jason, 2007, La Chulla Vida’ Gender, Migration, and
the Family in Andean Ecuador and New York City, Syracuse,
U.S., Syracuse University Press.

RAMIREZ-GALLEGOS, Franklin and Jacques P. RAMIREZ, 2005,
La estampida migratoria ecuatoriana. Crisis, redes transnaciona-
les y repertorios de accidn migratoria, Quito, Ecuador, Ciudad/
UNESCO/Abya-Yala/ALISEIL

SORENSEN, Ninna Nyberg, 2005, “Migrant Remittances, De-
velopment and Gender”, in Danish Institute for International
Studies, DIIS Brief, Copenhagen, DIIS.

SORENSEN, Ninna Nyberg, 2011, “The Rise and Fall of the ‘Mi-
grant Superhero’ and the New ‘Deportee Trash’> Contempo-
rary Strain on Mobile Livelihoods in the Central American
Region”, Border-Lines. Journal of the Latino Research Center,
Reno, U.S., University of Nevada, Vol. 5, pp. 90-120.

STARK, Oded, and Robert LUCAS, 1988, “Migration, Remit-
tances, and the Family,” Economic Development and Cultural
Change, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, Vol. 36,
No. 3, pp. 465—481.

STOLL, David, 2010, “From Wage Migration to Debt Migration?
Easy Credit, Failure in El Norte, and Foreclosure in a Bub-
ble Economy of the Western Guatemalan Highlands”, Latin
American Perspectives, Sage, Vol. 170, No. 37, pp. 123-142.

TAYLOR, J. Edward, 1999, “The New Economics of Labour Mi-
gration and the Role of Remittances in the Migration Process”,
International Migration, U.S., Wiley, Vol. 37, No. 1, pp. 63—86.

VULLNETARI, Julie and Russell KING, 2011, Remittances, Gender
and Development. Albania’s Society and Economy in Transition,
London, I.B. Tauris.

63



XIMENEZ DE SANDOVAL, Pablo, 2011, “La crisis ha dejado a
100.000 ecuatorianos en paro en Espana,” £/ Pais, in “Econom{a”,
Madrid, September 13.

ZELIZER, Viviana A., 1989, “The Social Meaning of Money: Spe-
cial Monies”, American Journal of Sociology, Chicago, Chicago
University Press, Vol. 95, No. 2, pp. 342-377.

Date of receipt: September 12, 2013.
Date of acceptance: March 25, 2014.



