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Mr. Chair, Excellencies, Distinguished Delegates and Representatives,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
It is my pleasure to be here today to participate in this session of the Special Committee on Migration Issues on Gender Perspectives and Migration.  I am honored to be in such distinguished company this afternoon and have appreciated all the insightful remarks made by the panelists.  I would like to thank the Special Committee on Migration Issues for joining forces with the Inter-American Commission of Women to address the issue of migrant women in the context of the Inter-American Program for the Promotion and the Protection of the Human Rights of Migrants, including Migrant workers and their Families” [AG/RES. 2141 (XXXV-O/05)].  This Program mandates migration-related activities to be carried out by various OAS entities and bodies, and it also suggests a long list of activities to be considered by member states, NGOs, and civil society generally.  It also allows the flexibility of adding new activities while taking into account the mandates of the OAS, and the responsibilities of member states - while respecting their sovereign rights.  

As one of the many who followed the Program since its inception, and who participated in its development, mandated by the Summit of the Americas – I can tell you that we always envisioned that CIM would play an important role in its implementation.  For this reason, I followed with much interest the report on activities carried out by CIM in support of the Program, as reported at the annual Special Session on the Inter-American Program of the Committee on Juridical and Political Affairs, the CAJP, in February 2009 - highlighting the priorities, interests, and challenges of member states vis-à-vis migration.  

For example, CIM reported that in 2008 it carried out case studies on female migration in El Salvador and Nicaragua, examining the positive effects of migration on families and communities, including social remittances.  CIM also created a digital library on gender and migration.  This portal allows access to relevant documents, decisions and information of programs from the OAS and CIM, as well as studies and publications on the work of other international organizations. We commend CIM for undertaking such activities which help give direction to policies and programs that promote women.

Migration is an important issue – and one that currently enjoys much attention in numerous international, UN and regional fora.  In our hemisphere however, we have long recognized the important role migration plays for all our countries.  Several Summits of the Americas have underscored the contribution of migration to receiving countries and sending countries, the impact of skilled labor’s out-migration and the ensuing remittances on sending countries, and human rights of migrant workers and their families.  

However, at the same time that migration is growing as a topic of general interest, it is becoming an area of specialization.  We now speak of migration and development; migration and public health; population aging and migration; flow of remittances; forced migration and protection; circular and return migration and diaspora engagement; labor migration; irregular migration, such as smuggling and trafficking in persons; migration and the environment; the impact of the global economic crisis on migration; and most related to our topic today - the feminization of migration.   

In the U.S., we are still striving for the equal treatment of men and women.  As a concrete example, three weeks ago, President Obama established the White House Council on Women and Girls.  President Obama saw the need for such a Council, in order to establish a coordinated Federal response to issues that impact the lives of women and girls, and to ensure that Federal programs and policies address and take into account the distinctive concerns of women and girls, including women of color and those with disabilities.

In the Executive order, the President states: “Despite this progress, certain inequalities continue to persist. On average, American women continue to earn only about 78 cents for every dollar men make, and women are still significantly underrepresented in the science, engineering, and technology fields. Far too many women lack health insurance, and many are unable to take time off to care for a new baby or an ailing family member. Violence against women and girls remains a global epidemic. The challenge of ensuring equal educational opportunities for women and girls endures. “

Migration has played a pivotal role throughout the history of the United States.  We have strong immigrant ties.  As of yesterday, the U.S. Bureau of the Census calculates that there were 306,122,455 residents in the United States – this translates into one birth every 7 seconds, one death every 12 seconds, and one international migrant every 36 seconds.  In 2006, the foreign-born represented 15.7% of the United States’ workforce.  In addition, nearly half of them are female (49.7%), nearly half reported a Hispanic or Latino origin (47.5 %),  and slightly more than half were non-citizens (57.5%).  
So how do women fare? 

For starters, as our President noted, women earn less than men with comparable education levels.  More foreign-born persons (16.2%) lived below the poverty threshold than native born (12.9% in 2006), and persons who spoke Spanish at home lived in poverty than others who spoke Asian or Indo-European languages.  Children of foreign born are also more likely to live in poverty.

As we can see the odds stack up against non-citizen migrant women, especially if they happen to be Latino, foreign-born, and single head of household with children.  These women are challenged every day to survive. They, like many migrants have come to the U.S. for a better life and for access to education for their children.  In the U.S. access to public education is guaranteed under the Constitution, regardless of the immigration status of the child or the parent. 

Many programs are available to help low-income families, including through the public school system. For example, through the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Child and Adult Care Food Program 2.6 million children receive each day nutritious meals and snacks.  The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children – better known as the WIC Program – provides nutritious food to supplement diets and referrals to health care to help safe-guard the health of low-income women and children, up to age 5.   

In addition, the Health Resources and Services Administration of the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) supports health centers to provide comprehensive, preventive and primary health services to migrant and seasonal farm-workers and their families, with a particular focus on the occupational health and safety needs of this population.  In 2007, these health centers served more than 826,977 migrant or seasonal farm-workers and their families, which represents approximately more than one quarter of all migrant and seasonal farm-workers in the United States.  In order to access these programs, the principal employment for both migrant and seasonal farm-workers must be in agriculture. 

In addition, President Obama signed this past February a State Children’s Health Insurance Program renewal and expansion bill that includes a provision to allow documented immigrant women who are pregnant and children (up to age 21) who have been in the country less than five years to receive health benefits.  In practice, this will provide insurance to children in families with incomes too high to qualify for Medicaid but too low to afford private health insurance.

Many migrant women face domestic violence at the hands of spouses from their home countries. The strain of immigration, loss of job, language difficulties, or economic pressures is common among migrants.  Migrant women are not always aware that such violence is illegal and that they have rights to protection and services.  Abusers often use the victim’s immigration status as a means of control, reminding the victim of the threat of deportation.  Unfortunately, there is a lack of information on the prevalence of domestic violence among immigrant women, but some local studies have documented the serious nature of the problem. 

The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) of 1994 included unprecedented provisions for immigrants who are victims of domestic violence to receive aid, shelter, and public benefits. The bill has been very effective in stimulating and funding programs to address domestic violence in immigrant communities. The law allows a person married to a U.S. citizen or permanent resident to self-petition for a green card if he or she has experienced spousal abuse.  In 2005, VAWA was reauthorized by Congress.

In addition, the Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000 created the “U” visa for certain immigrant crime victims. The U visa is a nonimmigrant visa which gives victims of certain crimes temporary legal status and work eligibility in the United States for up to 4 years.  To get a U visa, the applicant does not need to be married to the perpetrator of the crime.  Three years after receiving a U visa, the person can apply for a green card.
Migrant women – and especially undocumented migrant women - are more vulnerable to discrimination, abuses, and other crimes.  We know that in the past few years, increasing numbers of women have been migrating in search of employment or family reunification.  Some of these women are away from their home for several years, without the possibility of visiting their children.  They often leave their children in the care of their grandparents – who sometime cannot properly supervise them or protect them from gangs and other dangers.  Also in an extremely unsafe position, are the unaccompanied girls – and boys - attempting the journey north to join their parents in the U.S.  Many speak of the “right to migrate” -- unfortunately, the responsibility to do so legally and safely is all too often overlooked with tragic results.  The road is long – and the dangers are many for migrants in irregular status, especially if they are women.  

The women who stay behind when their husbands migrate often face challenges as heads of households – they are part of the migrant families.  Low-income women, whether migrant or in the home country  confront many difficulties, including the responsibilities of caring for families weakened by separation, lacking access to health care, education, or job opportunities.  On this unsafe journey, migrant women and children also are vulnerable to sexual and gender-based violence, and are easy prey for smugglers and traffickers.  

I would like to mention our work in this area, as a member government of the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM), also known as the Puebla Process.  The Puebla Process is comprised of all Central and North America countries, as well as the Dominican Republic.  The RCM serves since 1996 as a successful and enduring mechanism for fruitful dialogue, consensus-building and cooperation to address regional issues among countries with differing migration realities.  Despite national differences, the RCM recognizes that each country has the sovereign right to control its borders and manage its migration programs, recognizing the need to respect the human rights of migrants.  The RCM’s approach highlights the value of intra-regional collaboration, non-binding discussions, and exchanges of information.  

In the context of the RCM, El Salvador took the lead in 2000 to organize a seminar on migrant women and children.  I remember participating in this first effort, where lively discussions revolved around the terms “migrant smuggling” and “trafficking in persons” which were newly coined  – and still interchangeable.  Nonetheless these discussions highlighted the special vulnerabilities of women and children and the importance for countries to address their specific needs.  In 2007, El Salvador hosted a follow-up seminar on this issue, which addressed the causes of female migration, the risks, the challenges of the communities and their families.  The results have been compiled and published by the RCM Secretariat (at this point only available in Spanish I believe).       

I will only mention a couple of observations from the many excellent presentations included in this publication, which would gain to be explored possibly in the context of CIM activities.   For example, Bridget Wooding spoke of migrant Dominican women as “agents of change.”  There are very large Dominican populations in U.S., especially in New York, as well as in the EU.  Migrant women of course affect change in their communities of origin when they send remittances.  Ms Wooding adds that migrant women can be agents of change by participating in civil duties, by supporting community-based projects such as clinics, and by helping to empower other women in their communities of origin through sustained contact and exchange of information. 

Other presentations noted that return migration offers many opportunities for migrant women.  Returning to their communities of origin, these women empowered and enriched by their experiences abroad, can contribute greatly to local development by channeling their knowledge through teaching, or setting up small businesses to cite a few examples.

In closing, I would like to thank the Chair and the Special Committee on Migration Issues for this meeting, and compliment the Inter-American Commission of Women for its commitment to the advancement of women’s issues and for mainstreaming the Program for the Promotion and the Protection of the Human Rights of Migrants.  It takes indeed an Inter-American effort to reap the benefits of migration, a multi-faceted and complex issue that affects all our countries.

Thank You.
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