
Hostile Instrumental Migration

Educational Overview

Definition

Hostile instrumental migration refers to the deliberate use or manipulation of migration flows 
by a state, organized political actor, or coordinated network in order to advance strategic 
objectives against another state. In this framework, population movement becomes a tool of 
influence, leverage, or coercion.

The concept focuses primarily on organized actors and systems of coordination rather than 
on migrants as individuals.

Core Elements
Hostile instrumental migration generally includes:

1. Intentional facilitation or direction of cross border movement
Movement is enabled, encouraged, or structured by an organized actor.

2. Strategic objective
The migration flow connects to political, diplomatic, economic, or security goals.

3. Impact on a target state
Effects may include pressure on border systems, asylum processes, political 
institutions, or public discourse.

4. Organized coordination
Participation may involve governments, intelligence services, criminal organizations, or 
transnational smuggling enterprises.

Criminal Networks and Migration Systems
Migration routes sometimes intersect with transnational criminal activity.

Cartels

Organizations such as the Sinaloa Cartel and the Jalisco New Generation Cartel operate in 
regions that overlap with major migration corridors. Law enforcement reporting in the United 
States and Mexico has documented cases where cartel affiliated actors tax migrant passage 
or control transportation routes.

These activities generate revenue and strengthen territorial control.



Smuggling Networks

Human smuggling operations move individuals across borders in exchange for payment. 
These networks may function independently or within territory influenced by larger criminal 
organizations.

Smuggling differs from trafficking. Smuggling typically involves agreement for transportation. 
Trafficking involves coercion or exploitation.

Smuggling enterprises can create large scale, coordinated movement patterns that affect 
border governance systems.

Gangs and Regional Actors

Groups such as MS 13 operate across multiple countries and have been linked in certain 
regions to extortion or exploitation of migrants traveling along established routes.

These activities increase instability along migration pathways.

Mexican Migration to the United States
Migration from Mexico to the United States has long historical roots shaped by labor 
markets, family ties, economic conditions, and regional security concerns.

Current flows include:

• Mexican nationals

• Central and South American migrants transiting through Mexico

• Asylum seekers

• Temporary labor migrants

Criminal networks may exploit these routes, yet the motivations of migrants vary widely and 
include family reunification, employment, and safety.

Russia and Instrumental Migration
Security analysts have examined instances in which the government of Russia has been 
associated with migration related pressure tactics in Europe.

In 2021, authorities in Belarus, led by Alexander Lukashenko, facilitated migrant travel 
toward European Union borders. Belarus maintains close political and security ties with 



Russia. European officials characterized the situation as organized pressure directed at the 
European Union.

Some Western analysts have interpreted Russian support for Belarus during that crisis within 
the broader framework of hybrid strategy, which can include cyber operations, energy 
leverage, information campaigns, and migration related pressure.

Russian orchestration of migration toward the United States needs to be monitored more. 
Discussions concerning Russia and instrumental migration largely focus on European 
theaters.

China and Migration Dynamics
The government of China has not been “formally,” accused by the United States government 
of directing large scale migration flows toward the United States as a coercive instrument.

However, security researchers analyze migration within broader strategic competition 
frameworks. These frameworks consider:

• Diaspora influence operations

• Economic migration patterns

• Information campaigns

• Legal travel channels

• Land purchases

• Irregular migration facilitated by independent smuggling networks

Migration from China to the United States occurs through legal visa systems, asylum claims, 
student exchanges, and irregular routes. Smuggling networks facilitate irregular entry. Publicly 
available evidence examines Chinese state policy of weaponizing migration toward the United 
States.

Distinguishing Evidence and Interpretation
When evaluating claims of hostile instrumental migration involving major powers, analysts 
emphasize:

• Documented state directives

• Intelligence assessments

• Diplomatic communications

• Coordinated policy statements



• Consistent patterns of facilitation

Strategic competition between major powers includes economic policy, military posture, 
technology controls, cyber operations, and diplomatic influence. Migration may be discussed 
within that broader analytical space, yet conclusions require verifiable evidence.

Legal and Policy Considerations
The United States addresses migration through immigration law, asylum statutes, border 
enforcement mechanisms, and international agreements.

International law under the United Nations Refugee Convention recognizes the right to seek 
asylum. Security analysis of instrumental migration focuses on organized state conduct rather 
than on the legal status of migrants.

Policy responses to suspected instrumental migration can include:

• Diplomatic protest

• Sanctions

• Border enforcement adjustments

• Intelligence cooperation

• Criminal prosecution of smuggling networks

Conclusion
Hostile instrumental migration describes the strategic use of migration flows by organized 
actors to achieve political or security objectives. In discussions involving criminal networks, 
cartel activity, corruption, and great power competition, careful distinction is necessary 
between verified state strategy, criminal profit seeking, humanitarian migration, and lawful 
mobility.

Sound analysis relies on documented evidence, institutional accountability, and adherence to 
domestic and international law.
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