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SUMMARY OF THE THEMATIC SESSION ON: 
LINKS WITH COMMUNITIES ABROAD
(Prepared by the Department of Social Inclusion, in its capacity as Technical Secretariat of the CAM) 
The thematic session on links with communities abroad was hosted by the CAM at the Organization of American States (OAS) headquarters in Washington, D.C., on February 1, in response to member countries’ expressed interest in the subject.
The session brought together officials from permanent missions to the OAS and from international organizations, as well as subject experts. The event proceeded as follows:
a. Francisco de la Torre Galindo, Institute for Mexicans Abroad, Secretariat for Foreign Affairs
· Presentation: “Mexico and its communities abroad”  
b. Sonia Umanzor, Community Affairs, Embassy of El Salvador in the United States 
· Presentation: “Programs for Salvadorian communities abroad”
c. Maria Moreno, International Organization for Migration (IOM)
· Presentation: “IOM work with diasporas”
d. Cristóbal Fernández, OAS Department of Electoral Cooperation and Observation (DECO)
· Presentation: “Overseas voting”
Francisco de la Torre Galindo, Institute for Mexicans Abroad, Secretariat for Foreign Affairs  Presentation: “Mexico and its communities abroad”:
Minister Francisco de la Torre Galindo, Executive Director of the Institute for Mexicans Abroad, discussed the creation of the Institute and its main areas of activity.
The Institute was created in 2003 to develop links between Mexico and its communities abroad, and to ensure the basic needs of Mexicans abroad are met, through 80 embassies and 67 consulates worldwide.

The Institute has established four levels of outreach to its communities abroad, which are:

1. Ensuring that the basic needs of all Mexicans are covered
2. Preparing Mexicans as agents of development
3. Building solidarity between local communities and communities  of origin
4. Building dual citizenship – in 1997 the possibility of dual citizenship was introduced, seeking to close the gap between the rights of Mexicans at home and those of Mexican citizens abroad. 
The Institute is engaged in cultural, economic, educational, health, and civic programs, the main ones being:

In culture:

· Free textbook donation program – provides all migrant children the same textbooks used in Mexico
· “This Is My Mexico” children’s art contest
In economic development:

· Financial education
· Remittance Investment Projects – Feature 3 x 1, in which every dollar sent to Mexico for community development is matched by municipal, state, and federal governments – this program drew in $2.5 billion in 2015
· Remittances (Direct to Mexico)
· Social Remittances - Specialized Diaspora
In education:

· Mexico-United States teacher exchange program
· Community town squares
· IME Scholarships
· Binational Migrant Education Program
· Distance Baccalaureate and University (UNAM)
In health and sports promotion:

· Public health booths
· Binational Health Week
· Sports promotion symposiums
In community development:
· CCIME – Advisory Council for Mexicans Abroad – has been included as an advisory body to support the Institute’s policy design and outreach to the communities abroad. It was established five generations ago. It is currently made up of community leaders numbering some 180 representatives. Their functions involve mainly project presentation and execution.
· Voting for Mexicans abroad
· Citizenship 
In terms of skilled migrants, more than one million Mexicans abroad have tertiary education – Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees and PhDs. The Institute operates a Global Network of Skilled Mexicans,  to support the country’s development through courses, training, etc. It boasts 47 chapters in 22 countries, with more than 4,000 members. Official website for further information. www.ime.gob.mx
Sonia Umanzor, Community Affairs, Embassy of El Salvador in the United States Presentation: “Programs for Salvadorian communities abroad”
Ms. Umanzor outlined the programs used to reach their communities abroad where most Salvadorians live – mainly in the United States. 
The Community Affairs Section was created in 2009 to assist Salvadorian communities abroad. It works hand in hand with the consular network of Salvadorians. 
There are at present some 3 million Salvadorians living outside the country, 2.5 million of whom reside in the United States. 
Against that backdrop, the Community Section operates certain community programs geared towards assisting the Salvadorian community abroad, that is:
1. Network of Young Salvadorians Abroad: This network is aimed at inculcating a sense of Salvadorian identity in young people, especially those born in the United States to Salvadorian parents.  Through the Network, a series of meeting have been held, aimed at instilling a sense of identity and belonging. The Network seeks as well to encourage young people to pursue their maximum education potential.
2. Overseas voting: Under the Constitution of El Salvador, children of Salvadorians are entitled to dual citizenship. The aim is for those born in the United States to register and get their passport and Single Identity Document (DUI), which entitles them to vote.  Overseas voting to elect the President and Vice President has been in place since 2014. The aim of overseas voting is to empower the community abroad.
3. Network of Salvadorian Organizations Abroad: This network seeks to attend to the needs and aspirations of the community abroad in every respect. 
4. Online education: This promotes online education for baccalaureate and higher education through Universidad Tecnológica de El Salvador. The program seeks to help Salvadorians pursuing studies in the United States.
5. Public health booth: The focus is on helping Salvadorian immigrants and providing them with information, regardless of their immigration status, to be able to access free medical care.
6. Reference system: Its purpose is to assist individuals who have been victims of domestic violence.
Likewise, in collaboration with a number of Central American consulates, the Community Affairs Section seeks to protect worker rights of migrants, especially those who are in vulnerable situations.
Maria Moreno, International Organization for Migration Presentation: “IOM work with diasporas”
Ms. María G. Moreno, External Relations Officer with the International Organization for Migration (OIM), outlined the organization’s strategy for strengthening diasporas. In that connection, the IOM has come up with an integrated approach revolving around strategies to empower, attract, and strengthen transnational communities as agents of development.
In her overview of current global migration trends, Ms. Moreno noted that one in seven persons was a migrant, totaling one billion of the world’s population - 254 million international migrants plus 750 million internally-displaced persons. 

Diasporas are gaining more and more recognition as transnational communities facilitate increased trade, investment, and cultural ties between countries with which they have ties. They are also important players in development, even before being recognized as such. 
Suitable conditions are indispensable to transnational communities becoming effective agents for development. The extent to which a diaspora can contribute is directly related to the ability of members of these communities to realize their full potential and acquire the skills and resources needed to serve as architects of economic and social progress. 
Measures to improve the welfare of diaspora members include reducing the vulnerability of migrant communities, ensuring they have access to essential services such as health, and ensuring that their social rights are respected. 
The IOM collaborates with governments to strengthen policy and institutional frameworks to reduce the social and economic costs of migration – e.g., those to protect migrant workers from abuse and exploitation; reduce the cost of remittances; and develop institutional policies for home countries to incorporate migration into national development policies.
Effective integration policies in countries where migrants and transnational communities live should likewise ensure that members of these communities can quickly adapt to their environment and experience minimal obstacles to acquiring new know-how, skills, and capital. These policies promote social inclusion and combat exclusion through information and awareness campaigns that combat xenophobia and anti-immigrant sentiments as well.
Something else to consider is the importance of becoming familiar with and understanding transnational communities, to ensure effective participation and to develop suitable dissemination strategies. The IOM regularly maps communities abroad through surveys to assess their socioeconomic profile and their willingness to contribute to development in their home countries. 
The IOM and the Migration Policy Institute have produced a joint publication entitled “Developing a Road Map for Engaging Diasporas in Development. A Handbook for Policymakers and Practitioners in Home and Host Countries.” It advances a number of viable policy options and  programs to engage with the diaspora based on experiences worldwide. 
When conditions are right, transnational communities spontaneously transfer resources to their home communities and strengthen the bonds between home and host countries. But governments can enhance this process by introducing special measures and programs in a variety of fields.
The IOM has come up with initiatives to facilitate trade and investment between communities abroad and home countries, seeking to focus investment on local projects with positive socioeconomic impact.
Cristóbal Fernández, OAS Department of Electoral Cooperation and Observation (DECO), Presentation: “Overseas voting”
Mr. Christopher Fernandez commented briefly on the OAS’ experience in electoral observation, including development of the methodology for implementation of overseas voting.
A growing trend among countries in the region in recent years has been to introduce mechanisms for citizens living abroad to exercise their right to vote. Through its electoral observation missions, the OAS has made initial moves to observe overseas voting for presidential elections in Ecuador and Paraguay in 2013 and in Costa Rica, Panama, and Colombia in 2014.
From these initial assessments, OAS/DECO identified the need to design and implement a technical tool or “methodology” using the criteria and standards for more rigorous monitoring of the overseas voting exercise.  The aspects include: the legal framework, procedures for granting the vote abroad, levels of participation by citizens abroad, resources available for election races, and levels of confidence in the electoral bodies and election administrators involved in this process.
Using this methodology, the OAS/EOM made specific recommendations to improve current structures and future provision for overseas voting for this practice to help citizens living abroad to be able to fully exercise their political rights. The information gathered in applying this methodology also helps encourage debate on the basic principle of representation and inclusion in electoral processes.
The information gathered in developing the methodology to monitor voting abroad also leads to better overall understanding of electoral design and institutional problems faced by legislators, elections bodies, political parties, and other key players in the search for ways to improve this practice. 
The methodology being developed includes qualitative and quantitative indicators that shed light on certain key aspects of voting abroad, including:
1.
 Extending political rights to citizens living abroad
2.
Procedures to organize and carry out overseas voting
3.
Voting abroad as a way to strengthen citizens’ political rights 
4.
Analysis of the legal framework to vote abroad
5.
Overseas voting in practice  
6.
Obstacles to effective implementation of voting abroad
7. Challenges and opportunities identified by comparing the experiences of countries that have overseas voting in place.
With this methodology, through its election observation missions DECO can systematize information on best practices by various countries with overseas voting, in order to raise awareness about experiences that could be replicated bearing each country’s particular context in mind.
Daniel Cámara Ávalos, Chair of the Committee on Migration Issues 
Closing remarks:
The Chair once again stressed that about 1 in 7 people in worldwide is a migrant, which statistics reflect underscore  how important the issue of migration was for all countries worldwide, especially for member countries of the Organization of American States.
Citing Mr. Francisco de la Torre’s presentation as well, Mr. Cámara stressed the importance of closing gaps between the rights of migrants and the rights of citizens, a major objective of the EMI. He further noted that, based on all of the presentations, the idea was not just to bridge the gap between migrants and citizens in home countries but also in host countries – that is, all governments, regardless of whether they are home, host, or transit countries or countries of return, should treat people as such and respect their human rights regardless of their immigration status.
Accordingly, pointing to the Forum on “Migration and Human Rights: Challenges and Perspectives,” held in December 2015, he stressed the importance of promoting the integration of migrants into their host communities through access to rights, including health, education, access to bank accounts, and financial systems, which helps migrants become better equipped agents of development for home as well as host countries. In terms of remittances, for example, one of the issues highlighted during this Thematic Session was that countries have recognized that the Sustainable Development Goals must promote public policies to bring the cost of sending remittances below 3%.  In that regard, the Chair of the CAM said work on this issue needed to continue. He added that policies needed to be promoted for remittances not to be used only for consumption but also to promote productive projects. And lastly, Mr. Cámara reminded the participants that it was important for communities abroad not to be viewed only as remittance senders but that they should also be viewed as agents of development. 
A major objective being promoted in negotiating the Inter-American Program for the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers is therefore to change the negative image portrayed of migrants.  It is not intended to single out governments of host countries but rather to try to help migrants as persons with rights and as agents of development.
The Chair concluded by thanking all the delegates for attending. He expressed the hope that the session would reverberate in the capital cities and would help develop programs based on the presentations.
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