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Extra-Regional Migration in the Americas

Authorities of a number of Central American countries, using several channels of communication, have recently expressed their increasing concern regarding the scale and characteristics of a new migration phenomenon in the region: the arrival of extra-regional illegal migratory flows from, mainly, the African continent and, on a smaller scale, from Asia.
Background

This is a very recent phenomenon and, in general, we lack the information we need in order to fully understand it.  However, it may be assumed that, at least in part as a result of measures adopted by the European Community to stop illegal immigration, there has been a marked increase in the number of illegal immigrants coming mainly from Africa and, to a lesser extent, from Asia. Fleeing from the difficulties they face in their countries of origin, the migrants arrive clandestinely in a number of countries in Latin America.  According to the migrants themselves, they travel with the help of international human trafficking mafias, exposing themselves to physical harm and paying thousands of dollars to travel by airplane, boat, truck, bus, or on foot.
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According to the little information available, increasingly these immigrants arrive on commercial flights, but they also come hidden in cargo ships. Many arrive on South American coasts, particularly in Brazil and Colombia, intending to continue their journey to the United States or Canada and, on a smaller scale, to Argentina. However, many end up being the victims of fraud and are finally abandoned on Central American coasts. 

This new trend of migration flows from Africa and Asia to the Americas poses huge challenges for the immigration authorities and governments of the countries that receive them either in transit or permanently.
Those challenges include: the lack of interpreters to ensure communication between the authorities and migrants; the lack of installations and services to meet needs derived from their religious beliefs and customs; the absence of diplomatic missions of the countries of origin in the countries of destination, to go to, notify, or request travel documents.
This situation is exacerbated by the fact that a large number of these migrants arrive in Latin America from countries that do not recognize their citizens, either because they have no consulates in the countries where migrants arrive, or, if they do, those consulates fail to issue the travel or safe-conduct documents needed for repatriation; or else because they come from conflict zones where their lives would be in danger if they were repatriated.  In that situation, the immigration authorities in the receiving countries offer the possibility of applying for refugee status. However, most are not interested in regularizing their status, since their objective is to reach the United States and/or Canada.
Brazil and Argentina

The immigrants that over the last decade have arrived in Brazil and Argentina mainly come from the Congo, Senegal, Côte d’Ivoire, Egypt, Nigeria, and Ghana. Africans constitute the largest group of refugees in Brazil, and they account for 65 per cent of asylum requests in that country.
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According to UNHCR statistics, African asylum-seekers in Argentina now number more than 300 a year, including some from Brazil, after being refused asylum there. Once they reach Argentina, they have the option of obtaining a temporary work visa, which they can renew every three months while they resolve their migration status. The Catholic Church in Argentina has taken on an important role with respect to their integration into society, providing cost-free Spanish classes to immigrants who want to learn the language.

Although the majority of illegal immigrants continue to head for the United States or Canada, many do settle in Argentina. Most of the Africans in Argentina are Senegalese and live in Once, a working class neighborhood of Buenos Aires, now known as “little Dakar.”
Colombia

It is estimated that, in 2009, authorities detained at least 500 undocumented immigrants coming from China and Africa. The most recent case is that of a group of 71 Africans (54 men and 17 women) found adrift in a vessel stranded near Isla Fuerte (Córdoba), sick and penniless. 


This new flow of migrants is atypical for Colombia, which traditionally has rates that are low for immigration and high for emigration towards destinations such as Spain and the United States. Its geographical position, however, has attracted the attention of human traffickers who negotiate movements of large groups of individuals to North America. 

Central America

Illegal migration of Africans and Asians to the coasts of Central America is also becoming more and more frequent, with most of the former coming from Ethiopia, Somalia, and Eritrea. Although the entire Central American region is affected by this phenomenon, so far the majority of illegal immigrants have been found on the coasts of El Salvador, Nicaragua, Panama, and Costa Rica.

This phenomenon of illegal extra-regional immigration has greatly surprised many Central American countries and has forced them to seek appropriate mechanisms to deal with this situation, while at the same time respecting the human rights of migrants and combating the organized crime of trafficking in persons.
Mexico

Mexico’s geographical location as a neighbor of the United States, the principal destination of most of the extra-regional illegal immigrants arriving in Latin America and the Caribbean, accords it a strategic position as the final step before attempting to enter the United States. The number of extra-regional illegal immigrants entering Mexico is becoming increasingly significant. National Institute of Migration statistics record 822 detentions of illegal immigrants from 20 countries in Africa, with most coming from Somalia, Eritrea, and Ethiopia. As for migrants from Asia, the number has remained stable over the past three years, with an average of 350 detected per year, at least half the figures for 2005 and 2006. A large number of Asian immigrants are Chinese, Indian, and Iraqi.
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�.	This note is included verbatim at the request of the Mexican Mission to the OAS, recorded in OAS document 0536.
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