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The arrival of extra-continental asylum 

seekers to the Caribbean region

►The Caribbean represents an “alternative gateway” to 
North America. It is characterized by a dangerous 
maritime environment and frequent deaths at sea.  

► In the past two years, UNHCR has registered over 400 
extra-continental asylum seekers from 33 different 
countries origin, in 12 Caribbean island states and 
territories. 

►Most arrived to the hemisphere by air (through 
smuggling networks) or by cargo ship across the Atlantic.

► Less than 5% entered the Caribbean region directly

►Over 95% arrived in the Caribbean region after having 
spent an average of 1-6 months on the South American 
mainland.



Arrival of extra-continental asylum seekers to 

the Caribbean states and territories* (2001-2009)
* does not include arrivals to Cuba or Belize

Nationality Arrivals Nationality Arrivals

Afghanistan 3 Myanmar 6

Bangladesh 7 Mali 3

Benin 3 Namibia 1

Burkina Faso 1 Nepal 1

Cameroom 8 Niger 3

Congo-Brazzaville 1 Nigeria 52

Eritrea 2 Rw anda 1

Ethiopia 22 Senegal 31

Gambia 10 Sierra Leone 11

Ghana 82 Sri Lanka 50

Guinea 8 Somalia 7

Guinea Bissau 5 Sudan 10

Ivory Coast 13 Syria 1

Iran 7 Togo 6

Iraq 8 Uganda 1

Liberia 41 Zimbabw e 7

Malaw i 1 TOTAL 413



Number of Arrivals of Extra-Continental Asylum 

Seekers to Trinidad and Tobago by Year
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Why travel to the Americas?

► In search of family unity

► Strong pull factors of 

diaspora communities

► In search of asylum 

countries which offer 

procedural guarantees 

and a minimum quality of 

asylum

►Diversification of 

smuggling routes

Burmese refugee woman



Origin of extra-continental refugees

► Countries currently in conflict 
(e.g. Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan-
Darfur, Iraq)

► Countries producing large-
scale refugee exodus in the 
past (e.g. Sierra Leone, Liberia)  
- secondary movements from 
refugee camps

► Countries suffering political 
instability, generalized violence 
or localized (often sectarian) 
violence (e.g. Guinea-Bissau, 
Uganda, Zimbabwe, Nigeria)

Ugandan refugee woman



Origin of extra-continental refugees

► Countries with patterns of 

persecution targetting  

political dissidents or specific 

political groups (e.g. Iran, 

Bangladesh)

► Countries with patterns of  

persecution targetting certain 

ethnic or religious minorities 

(e.g. Eritrea, Myanmar, 

Bangladesh)

Iranian refugee boys



Origin of failed asylum seekers

► Countries that do not register high levels, but produce 

predominantly economic migrants (e.g. Gambia, Ghana, Nigeria, 

Togo, Burkina Faso, etc.)

► Most of these cases would be better categorized as “stranded 

migrants”. Most of the individuals in this category applied for 

asylum only out of desperation after prolonged periods of 

detention (1-3 years).  Most of these individuals would not 

otherwise have applied for asylum. 

► Such cases have arisen an a result of lack of capacity to 

implement timely deportation (lack of designated resources, or  

practical difficulties such as inability to confirm nationality or 

obtain travel documents)


