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Dear Mr. President, Honorable Delegates of the permanent missions, colleagues of international organizations, friends, on behalf of the Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) I would like to thank the invitation of the Special Committee on Migration Issues of the OAS to participate and share with you today some regional trends observed by UNHCR on the current challenges of migration management in the Americas and protection responses.


Within this forum, and other regional fora in which we have shared with governments in the region, such as the Regional Conference on Migration (RCM) and the South American Conference on Migration (CSM), we are pleased to share our vision on the challenges we, States and international organizations, face together on the matter of migration management in general, but particularly of both extra-continental and regional migratory flows, large groups of persons and the displacement generated by organized crime and generalized violence.


As discussed in other fora, the movement of persons of extra-continental and regional origin as well as large groups of people have common challenges, such as lack of personal or identification documents, the lack of updated information on country of origin, the different criteria and data collection systems in each country of the region, the lack of diplomatic and consular representation of some countries of origin in the region, the difficulty of implementing migratory control measures to certain nationalities, the lack of effective return mechanisms for persons who do not need international protection as refugees, as well as language and cultural barriers.

While the difficulties for the States of the Americas in the management of extra continental movements remain important, the latest trends that we will share lead to the reiteration of the importance of further work in strengthening mechanisms for identification of profiles and referral to adequately respond to these movements, for proper identification of persons with special protection and assistance concerns as well as in migration management of these flows and possible readmission agreements between the countries concerned.


In general, during the last semester of 2011, the number of migrants and asylum seekers of extra-continental origin has declined steadily, both in Latin America and the Caribbean, particularly in relation to people from Africa. However, as we will further comment, there has been an increase in the number of arrivals from persons from Asia to some countries. There is no information yet to clarify whether this general decrease is due to a decline in the trend of movements to this continent or a more effective operation of the smuggling networks in and from Asia. Moreover, the emphasis previously given by states to this type of extra-continental migration has been affected by the growing number of persons, in particular Cubans and Haitians, who also participate in mixed migratory movements across the region, and represent different challenges for states in the Caribbean, Central and South America.


In the United States of America (USA) and Canada, the term extra continental migrants and refugees could be misleading, due to its different use or meaning from the one commonly used by Latin American countries. Canada, for example, includes Hungarian citizens within its figures of extra-continental arrivals, who are also the most represented nationality in asylum claims during 2011 (7,957) followed by Chinese asylum seekers (4,872). This indicates another important challenge in managing these migratory movements from a regional perspective: the low homogeneity of the statistical information collected by different countries.


While the overall number of arrivals from outside the continent has declined, the growing influx of Asians has been identified in the USA (citizens of Myanmar represent the largest number of asylum applications in 2011, amounting to 19, 931) and Canada (4,872 Chinese and 1,776 Indians). At the same time, in the USA and Canada, the countries of African origin most represented in asylum claims are Ethiopia (12,543) and Nigeria (2,248).


In Central America, 109 extra-continental migrants and refugees were documented in 2011 compared with 373 in 2010, reinforcing the trend that these movements are decreasing. However, a greater number of people from India and Sri Lanka came to Mexico via Guatemala during the last 6 months. This increase is possibly due to the elimination of the visa requirement for nationals of India in four Central American countries, but especially in Guatemala.


In the Southern Cone the decreasing trend of these movements is also a feature, being the predominant nationalities of arrivals those of Nigeria, Senegal, India and Bangladesh (2009-2011: 85 Indians, 72 Bangladeshis, 141 Nigerians and 246 Senegalese). In Argentina, as a result of the high number of asylum claims from these persons, many of which are considered manifestly unfounded, summary proceedings for refugee status determination have been put into place.


In Brazil, reports show that in the last two years more than 40 persons from extra-continental origin have settled in the State of Amazonas (Manaus) and applied for refugee status. Most of them are young men from sub-Saharan Africa, but the total also includes nationals of Bangladesh, Iran and Sri Lanka.


A more recent trend shows the increasing participation of migrants and asylum seekers from the region. Throughout the continent, there has been an increase of persons of Cuban and Haitian nationality with irregular migratory status; movements that represent a challenge in migration management for transit and destination countries due to various reasons. While in most countries in Central and South America, Cuban citizens do not seem to have refugee protection needs, many resort to the asylum system to evade migration control. On the contrary, in the Caribbean, it seems that the profile of Cubans includes a high percentage of persons in need of international protection as refugees. Furthermore, although different measures have been taken by various governments to control these movements (such as withholding of passports and the granting of transit permits) the management of these flows still represents significant challenges for many countries.


Countries such as Ecuador, Colombia, Panama, Costa Rica, Honduras and Brazil report a growing increase in arrivals of Cuban citizens, mostly in transit to the USA. In Costa Rica, for example, over 900 Cubans have transited from early 2012. UNHCR has supported the government on various missions to the southern border and will continue working closely with the Foreign Ministry and the Directorate General of Migration in this country to find solutions to this phenomenon, always incorporating protection safeguards for persons who wish to access the asylum system. Regular monitoring at borders and our presence and Tapachula, Mexico, have allowed us to identify most of these persons also transiting through Mexico.

The increase in the number of Haitian nationals in the region is also evident in Brazil, Peru, Argentina and several Caribbean countries. In January 2012, Brazil adopted a new resolution to grant visas to 1,200 Haitians in Port au Prince in an effort to combat human trafficking, migrant smuggling and irregular migration. However, even after taking this measure, about 4,000 Haitians made their way to remote parts of the Amazons. Our colleagues in Brasilia, Buenos Aires and Lima have been following this situation and working closely with the governments concerned.

From UNHCR's perspective, the above mentioned facts show again that large groups of persons with special migration situations, whether extra-continental or from countries from the Americas, present similar challenges for States: they must be handled by strengthening profiling and referral mechanisms, which allow a proper assessment of protection and assistance needs of these persons and a practical response to migration control measures for persons who have no such special protection needs. In this regard, UNHCR will continue to support states, as it has done in several projects jointly with the IOM, such as the development of training modules on the subject of special protection needs within mixed migratory movements and national workshops for profiling and referral mechanisms.
Furthermore, UNHCR's interest in extra-continental flows, as well as movements of numerous regional groups, is based on three main points:
· To ensure that people in need of international protection have access to the territory and the procedures for refugee status determination in the countries of the region and to ensure respect for the principle of non refoulement.

· To avoid the abuse of asylum systems through indiscriminate asylum claims, in the absence of other mechanisms to identify protection needs and as a solution to protracted administrative detention, vis-à-vis the impossibility of recipient countries to deport these persons to their countries of origin or in the absence of other procedures to legalize their permanence inside the territory.

· To discourage irregular and secondary movements of people who have found protection in a country of asylum, either as asylum seekers or refugees, through readmission agreements of bilateral or multilateral state cooperation. On the same line, to ensure that the assistance provided by UNHCR is not used by the same people who have no real need for international protection in different countries.
Therefore, and in order to support States to face these new challenges, UNHCR has taken various measures, such as the revision of regional protection and assistance policies to asylum seekers and refugees and the delivery of assistance, which must adhere to a needs based and vulnerability criteria on the basis of a preliminary interview.
In addition and as reported elsewhere, UNHCR is in the process of launching an internal database for the registration of extra continental asylum seekers and refugees, which will enable the national offices of UNHCR and implementing agencies to have more control over the care and protection provided to these people in different countries.
Finally, we would also like to mention the increased displacement due to transnational organized crime and the widespread violence generated by it in several countries in the region, which are causing not only the movement of people, but also serious human rights violations. Because of this phenomenon in 2010, 2171 Guatemalans sought refugee status in the USA and 314 in Canada, 1030 Honduran citizens asked the same condition in the USA, 323 in Canada and 135 in Mexico, 2683 Salvadoran citizens also requested the status of refugee in the USA, 511 in Canada and 159 in Mexico and 214 Nicaraguans sought the same in the USA. In addition, official government figures indicate that 763 Mexicans seeking asylum in Canada in 2011.
Similarly, UNHCR will continue to promote the development of complementary protection mechanisms for people who require international protection and do not have the profile of refugees. Such procedures have already been incorporated recently in the legislation of Costa Rica, Mexico and Nicaragua.
UNHCR is convinced of the need to address this phenomenon comprehensively, as the fight against irregular migration and border management are not incompatible with international obligations on human rights and International Refugee Law. Therefore, we take this opportunity to reiterate our offer of cooperation to the various Member States of the OAS, in areas such as provision of country of origin information, establishment of profiling and referral mechanisms, technical assistance for cases that access the refugee status determination procedure and the search for durable solutions for those who have been recognized as refugees.
Finally, we thank the Presidency, the Member States and the Special Committee on Migration Issues for this space and remain at your disposal for any comments or concerns.
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