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Remitting Landscapes 

The transnational migration from undeveloped nations to 

more developed ones has been the subject of discourse 

worldwide. Particularly, in 2010 in the United States, it 

became a highly controversial issue after the state of 

Arizona passed the SB1070 law that targets the illegal 

aliens in the state. The US government reports that around 

3 million people each year enter illegally to the United 

States. To live illegally in a country is a crime, and in 

most countries is subject to deportation. Living in an 

illegal state means to live outside the law, hiding, 

running away, and in an ever-changing condition. Illegal 

migrants have a difficult time finding stability and often 

they rely on unstable jobs that are reserved for unlawful 

aliens. Due to their illegal situation, they are often 

exploited and often involved in jobs that could lead them 

to engage in other criminal activities. The life they leave 

behind is also complex. It’s usually a long path from their 

country of origin and subject to the dangers entailed in 



human smuggling. Behind, they leave a life that they know 

well, they are comfortable, but the opportunities are 

scarce. They lack education and resources that the 

governments do not successfully address. They leave behind 

family members and get in high debts in order to reach 

their desire and unfamiliar destination. 

In 2000 Ecuador went under a severe economic crisis. The 

country faced 60% inflation and the people living under the 

poverty line increased from 34% to 71%. Two of the largest 

impacts were the dollarization of the economy and the 

illegal mass emigration primarily to the United States, 

Spain, and Italy. The Ecuadorian migrants, as many other 

illegal aliens, use the remittances as a financial 

contributing to their families back at their places of 

origin. These contributions over the years have help heal 

the struggles of the economic crisis and have helped many 

families get out of the poverty line. The remittances from 

the migrants to their families in Ecuador constitute the 

second largest income for the country, just after oil 

industry revenues. It is estimated that in 2004 Ecuador 

received 1.6 billion USD from the remittances. 

The province of Cañar in the south of Ecuador was highly 

affected by the transnational migration during the economic 



crisis. Cañar it’s an agricultural province of 300,000 

people. The main produces are potatoes, corn, wheat, and 

also dairy products and bovine meat. It is geographically 

located in the Andes of Ecuador. A very green province that 

its oldest structures date back to Incan times. This 

province is particularly interesting as it has the largest 

percentage of migrants. In 2000 the people of Cañar were 

among the least educated individuals in Ecuador and 45% of 

the migrants had only received primary education. The 

population and its demographics of this province have been 

affected dramatically by the transnational migration. Most 

migrants are young adult males, commonly leaving behind 

their children and spouses. The most common destination in 

the United States is the New York City metropolitan area. 

The most common jobs are in the construction and service 

industry of restaurants, hotels, factories and 

corporations. An income by an illegal migrant in the US is 

estimated to be around 13,000 USD per year. This amount is 

rather an educated guess due to the nature of the income 

received by the illegal worker. In Cañar a typical income 

of an agricultural worker in the year 2000 was around 60 

USD a month; not being enough to even cover basic 

educational and medical expenses. 



The Ecuadorian state, which is highly reliant of the money 

remitted by the migrants, has estimated that the province 

of Cañar in 2006 received 304 million USD. The overall 

budget of the province was 436 million, meaning that 

remittances constituted 69% of Cañar’s income. In average 

each illegal emigrant contributes with 500-600 USD monthly. 

This represents half the income that the illegal worker is 

presumed to earn. Considering the monthly salary in Cañar, 

the remittances have strong consequences in the life of the 

migrant’s family. With these contributions, the families 

can finally breach the poverty line and cover basic needs 

such as food, water, electricity and medicine. 

A geographical impact of the remittances is evident in the 

two-three storey houses that sit on the fertile  landscape 

of the Andes. The migrants have paid these houses through 

the monthly contributions sent to their families. The 

unpredictable construction process reflects the  instability 

of the source of income  that the illegal migrants have. The 

architecture of these houses resembles the US and European 

suburban homes. They are built  out of  concrete block, 

which is the standard material used by the higher social 

classes in Ecuador. It is mostly a luxury in the province 

of Cañar where most dwellings are single storey houses 



built out of adobe. These out of scale structures have 

challenged the way in which we measure these agricultural 

landscapes. Attempting at living an unnoticed life in their 

current location, the migrant attempts to redesign the 

environment they left and a reflection of the environment 

they wish to recreate, an environment they cannot afford in 

their fugitive state. By building their “dream house” they 

manifest the desire that any human being has, building a 

shelter, building a home. Back in Ecuador is seen as 

triumph, it’s a physical demonstration of the success 

abroad. These houses stand out not only in height; they are 

commonly painted with bright colors and elaborated 

ornamentation. All these houses are foreign to the terrain 

and new to the landscapes. They stand out from small adobe 

houses, rustic cattle barns, and crops. They do not address 

the topography, or its climatic challenges, but they 

improvise and negotiate with the demanding landscapes of 

the Andes. Some of these houses are unused, they are 

awaiting the return of their owners but they are even large 

for the spatial demands of its intended occupants. 

Sometimes a few remaining family members live there, or 

sometimes they are used as crop storage and a place 

inhabited by domestic and wild animals of the area. These 

houses sit empty like trophies, telling the success of its 



owners abroad. They inspire new generations of migrants to 

take the chance of chasing their dreams despite the tough 

and unknown path that awaits them. Rarely, the struggle to 

reach there is remembered or perhaps the presence of these 

structures nurtures the suffering and longing of the 

departed migrants. 

The first 2-3 years of their departure are generally used 

to pay the debt from their arrangements to illegally arrive 

to their destination. Particularly, the trips to the United 

States have been increasingly exposed to other delinquent 

obstacles such as the narcotrafficking war in Mexico and 

gang attacks in Central America. The migrants reach 

underground networks of human trafficking and get in high 

debts to accomplish these trips. The cost of the trips 

ranges from 6,000 to 10,000 USD. The migrants get the money 

from illegal loan sharks, called chulqueros. They leave as 

collateral land, possessions and even their animals. When 

the migrant finally arrives to their destination, the first 

contribution to the chulqueros, is the first signal of 

arrival and communication with Ecuador. 

The long road between their departure and their destination 

has a strong emotional impact when the migrants arrive to 

their destination. They not only face the status of being 



fugitive but they also need to cope with the transition 

from a rural atmosphere to large urban settings. 

The Ecuadorian artist Maria Teresa Ponce has been involved 

in recording the life of the migrants in their new 

destinations and also recording their families left in 

Ecuador. A particular project, which I would like to refer, 

is Yariwangy, which in Quichua means, “remember me”. This 

project is a video exchange that highlights the 

disconnection of both worlds. Maria Teresa established an 

additional mean of communication between the migrants and 

their families. The project carefully chose its locations, 

which vary from everyday places such as their workplace, 

their homes, and while commuting. In Ecuador, the artist 

records their families in familiar and intimate places as 

well as landmarks in their places of origin. The messages 

vary from sentimental personal messages to folk songs and 

anecdote telling. The messages where presented individually 

to their families but also exhibited in public spaces at 

different locations in Ecuador and abroad. It was a form of 

archiving memories and getting through the physical 

boundaries that separate both worlds. 

The artist describes this project: 

“In the shooting process of these messages, the people who 



are sending their images choose where, what or who will be 

filmed. Once made, I contact the family member abroad meant 

to receive them and personally deliver the video to them. 

The archive of video “messages” I have accumulated varies 

in emotional and physical content, languages, sounds, and 

filming styles. The animation simulates an immersive space 

where the video messages seem to be “talking” to each 

other. Yariwangy presents a space that brings together 

these videos in an attempt to create the illusion of 

communication.” 

This work was performed in 2004, pre-dating current video 

calls that are commonly practiced today. What particularly 

intrigues me is the way that the artist re-establishes an 

additional mean of communication that neither the migrants 

nor their families have used before. Many of the messages 

start by stating the scarce means of communication between 

the migrants and their families. Maria Teresa’s work 

provides a method of communication that unlike the 

remittances, it travels in both directions.  

It is also evident in these footages that the migrant has 

managed to adapt in the urban setting. Even though their 

illegal state does not permit them to engage freely in 

their current locations, nonetheless their contributions 



are highly important both abroad and in Ecuador. Eleven 

years after the dollarization, the country seems to be 

enduring the last sequels of the crisis. The evolution of 

these agricultural landscapes and the construction of these 

houses have not gone unnoticed and are a relevant topic in 

the Ecuadorian economy and politics. Ecuadorian banks and 

developers have seen this as an opportunity to create 

housing developments in the major cities of Ecuador: Quito, 

Guayaquil, and Cuenca. These cities just like other Latin 

American cities grow unplanned and currently face tough 

social and geographical challenges in coping with its size 

ad its demands. These developments are targeted for the 

lower bracket of a growing urban middle class. Developers 

have then included the migrants in this group and have seen 

them as a potential market to sell these homes. This 

creates an additional pattern where the migrant abandons 

their dream of returning to their rural origins and 

attempts at moving back to one of the major cities. The 

migrant has already coped to live and succeed in urban 

centers. The bus ride that separated the rural migration to 

the major cities has now a longer route through Europe or 

the United States where they earn money, finance a home and 

then attempt to migrate back to one of the three cities. 



In Jackson Heights in the borough of Queens, home for a 

large quantity of Ecuadorian migrants, there are financing 

institutions, which allows the migrant to commit to a 

monthly paying system to acquire a house in one of the 

major cities. It is clearly advertised that the legal 

condition of the applicant in the United States is not 

taken into consideration when reviewing the applications. 

It is directly targeted to individuals facing this social 

condition. These developments are currently the most active 

in the construction business. They are defining the new 

edges of the city as they often vary from 200 to 1,000 

homes. In the city of Quito, the capital of Ecuador, these 

houses are even challenging topographical boundaries of the 

city. They are rapidly claiming vacant pieces if land often 

situated at the edges of Quito. The prices of these homes 

are around 25,000 USD and 45,000 USD. These are usually 

apartment houses or townhouses for single families. With 

the financing facilities establish by a monthly 

contribution, the migrants become even more detached from 

their families in Ecuador. These mortgage loans will slowly 

start replacing the money that was previously allocated for 

remittances to their families. The monthly contribution for 

financing these homes is around 300 USD for 5 years. In 

many cases the opportunity to furnish the apartments is 



also offered. Large appliances stores are also involved, 

facilitating the payment and the delivery through 

additional monthly payments on the same mortgage. 

 

The life of illegal individuals in the United States and 

Europe has become an important issue of debate. In the 

United States, the boundaries are the places for tension 

and confrontation. It is estimated that the illegal 

population in the United States is well over 11 million 

people. These are 11 million individuals facing a state of 

criminality and searching for ways of succeeding to improve 

their conditions in their current locations as well as the 

conditions of others in their places of origin. The 

remittances have become an important economic tool in the 

developing nations, where it becomes one of the primary 

sources of income for many families. Given the constant 

fear for deportation and arrest, illegal migrants fulfill 

their wishes far from their current location. The choice 

left is to build their dream abroad, to allocate their 

illegal incomes where they once aim to return. Meanwhile 

they need to live tight, act fast and avoid the highly 

feared deportation. The implications of their contributions 

are rapidly shaping physically and geographically the way 



that towns and cities grow in developing nations. This 

example of Cañar, Quito, and Ecuador are comparable to 

other cases in Latin American nations as well as other 

developing countries. The illegal migrants are not only 

proving to financially boost the economy of a country, but 

their efforts are becoming evident as the remittances 

modify the landscapes. 


