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 EDITORIAL refVIew  �

Editorial

Responding to refugee emergen-
cies poses many challenges: 
the arrival in a new country of 

thousands of people fleeing violence 
and in need of shelter, food and protec-
tion requires from us a rapid and ef-
ficient response to meet these pressing 
humanitarian needs.  
 But many refugee crises do not end 
once the emergency is over.  Millions of 
refugees around the world have lived 
away from their homeland for years, 
some for decades, often forgotten by 
the rest of the world.  For many, local in-
tegration is the only long-term solution.  
For UNHCR, this is often a tougher 
challenge than emergency response. 
 There is no universal recipe to ease 
integration, since so much depends not 
only on the culture and economy of the 
host country, but also on each refugee’s 
capacity to rebuild his or her life. A 
young refugee in the United States 
will encounter different challenges and 
opportunities than an elderly refugee 
in Brazil, for example.  These different 
needs require different interventions and 
programmes from UNHCR and its part-
ners. 
 Discrimination, fear and racism all 
stand in the way of integration.  This 
is true not only for refugees, who are 
foreigners in their new land, but also 
for people who have been forcibly dis-
placed within their own country. Colom-
bia’s three million internally displaced 
people have never left their own country 
but still suffer from social discrimination.  
For them too, integration in new sur-
roundings – often a city – is a significant 
challenge.  
 Perhaps even more widespread and 
insidious, however, is indifference. Dur-
ing a visit to the Andean region in �006, 
I was struck by the lack of concern and 
even knowledge of the plight of these 

millions of Colombians who have been 
forced to flee their homes.  After 40 
years of armed conflict in Colombia, 
they have been almost entirely forgot-
ten.  I called then for greater solidarity to 
be shown to them from both inside and 
outside the region.  
 In the struggle for integration, region-
al solidarity is one of our strongest tools.  
The Mexico Plan of Action, adopted in 
late �004 by �0 American States, is an 
example of what can be achieved when 
countries join forces to help refugees 
and displaced people.  
 Across the region, several large 
towns have now formally signed up to 
become “Cities of Solidarity” to show 
their commitment to refugee integration.  
In Ecuador, Venezuela and Colombia, 
frontier zones have been prioritized 

under the “Border of Solidarity” part of 
the Plan of Action.  In both cases, the 
approach is community-based, with 
projects targeted to benefit, in the spirit 
of solidarity, receiving communities as 
well as internally displaced populations 
and refugees.  
 The importance of these pro-
grammes cannot be over-emphasized.  
Without successful integration, pros-
pects are bleak and many refugees be-
come the victims in a worsening spiral 
of poverty and isolation.  To help meet 
this challenge, UNHCR needs the con-
tinuing help and support of the interna-
tional community and donor countries. 
 
Judy Cheng-Hopkins, UNHCR Assistant 

High Commissioner for Operations 

Judy Cheng-Hopkins, UNHCR Assistant High Commissioner for Operations. 
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4 refVIew MAKING A NEW PLACE HOME

The dream of most refugees to re-
turn to their homeland remains 
for many an elusive hope. Repa-

triation may be the preferred solution of 
refugees and UNHCR alike, but when 
conflict - or other circumstances that 
have led people on the road to exile – 
continues, return is not an option.  
 In Latin America, where the majority 
of refugees are Colombians, there is lit-
tle short-term prospect of voluntary re-
patriation. The conflict in Colombia is 
ongoing, parts of the country are con-
trolled by irregular armed groups and ci-
vilians are caught up in combat or be-
come victims of persecution. 
 Antonio was 17 the first time he had 
to flee his village after an irregular armed 
group tried to recruit him. Members of 
the family became the target of threats 
and persecution after he left and they 
too had to flee. In �006, ten years on 
and against the advice of his family, An-
tonio returned to his village in Catatum-
bo, a rural region in the northeast of  
Colombia.  
 He found the family’s lands had been 
planted with coca crops and that other 
people had moved into the farm.  
Worse, the same armed group that had 
forced him to flee was still around and 
combat soon erupted with the army. 
Antonio fled again, this time across the 
border to Venezuela where his wife had 
relatives near San Cristobal.  
 “I never want to go back again,” he 
says. “It is too hard to have to start from 
scratch every time and I want my chil-
dren to grow up with some stability. I 
don’t believe my country will get better 
soon, not in my lifetime anyway. We 
have no choice but to make it work 
here.” 
 The same is true for hundreds of 
thousands of Colombian refugees in the 

region. There are some �00,000 Colom-
bians of concern to UNHCR in Venezu-
ela, an estimated �50,000 in Ecuador 
and tens of thousands more in Panama, 
Costa Rica and Brazil. For many of 
them, the only option is to integrate fully 
in their country of asylum. It is the role of 
the host government and of UNHCR to 
facilitate their local integration.  
 Antonio was lucky in his misfortune. 
His father-in-law had just received a mi-
cro-credit loan from UNHCR to develop 
his farming business and needed help 
to cultivate some 50 hectares of land in 
the hills around San Cristobal. Antonio 
was able to start work immediately. He 
met other Colombians also in the micro-

credit project and followed their advice 
to register with the local UNHCR office. 
Now he hopes to get his own loan. “It 
gives him a reason to live,” says his wife 
Maria.  
 Micro-credits are only one of the 
practical schemes, developed by UN-
HCR under the Mexico Plan of Action – 
a broad platform signed by �0 Latin 
American states to find solutions for ref-
ugees and displaced persons in Latin 
America. Initiatives include community 
projects and practical protection proj-
ects, most of them implemented in bor-
der areas or in cities – where the major-
ity of refugees and internally displaced 
persons live. Almost all of them are de-
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Many Colombian refugees in Ecuador lack proper documentation, which can cause 
them problems with access to such basic services as education.

Making a new place home
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signed to benefit the local community as 
well as UNHCR’s population of concern.  
 “Integration is only possible when ref-
ugees are accepted and valued by the 
community in which they live,” says 
Philippe Lavanchy, Director of UNHCR’s 
Bureau for the Americas. “Helping only 
refugees can be self-defeating, it can re-
inforce the feeling that refugees are ‘dif-
ferent’ and the local community can 
grow resentful. True integration means 
solidarity between all: refugees, local 
community and states, within the region 
and outside. This is why solidarity is the 
cornerstone of the Mexico Plan of Ac-
tion.”   
 This community-based approach 
takes many different forms in practice. 
At the borders, the focus is very much 
on infrastructures and income genera-
tion, since these areas are often under-
developed and relatively poor. In north-
ern Ecuador and western Venezuela, re-
cent projects have included the renova-
tion of health centres or installation of 
safe water systems, literacy training and 
professional skill workshops as well as 
communal banks and micro-credits.  
 But integration does not stop at ma-
terial support and all programmes are 
also meant to help reduce tensions and 
create better understanding between 
refugees and the local community. UN-
HCR also supports border projects that 
more specifically focus on conflict-pre-
vention and community empowerment. 
For example, UNHCR partners recently 
ran a series of workshops for remote 
communities living in the border zone 
between Colombia, Ecuador and Peru. 
The workshops provided information 
about citizen and refugee rights and 
what the communities can do to claim 
them.   
 “These activities in remote areas pri-

oritize people who otherwise are in dan-
ger of remaining ‘invisible’ to the author-
ities but also to us,” says Marta Juarez, 
UNHCR Representative in Ecuador. 
“There are entire communities of mixed 
Ecuadorian and Colombian population 
along the border who live without ac-
cess to state services and institutions. 
The workshops have a double purpose: 
they get information about their rights, 
we get information about them and 
what their needs are.” 
 One of the biggest needs is for docu-
mentation. Many Colombian refugees in 
Ecuador do not contact the authorities 
and have no legal papers allowing them 
to stay in the country. Nor is the situa-
tion specific to refugees only: an esti-
mated one million Ecuadorians – out of 
a total population of some 1� millions – 
have never been registered with the na-
tional authorities. UNHCR supported 
last year’s national registration exercise 
with the distribution of information ma-
terial. Its staff also accompanied mobile 
brigades to areas with a large refugee 
population to ensure that Colombian 
children born in Ecuador were granted 
the Ecuadorian nationality they are en-
titled to.  
 Lack of or improper documentation 
is a problem in many countries of the re-
gion and within Colombia itself many 
displaced people, who come from rural 
and isolated areas of the country, have 
never even held a birth certificate.  With-
out such basic documentation, there is 
no hope of integration since people 
cannot take advantage of even the most 
basic services like health and education 
– let alone open a bank account or get 
a loan, for example.  
 Olga was 7� before she got her first 
ID card after she was forced to flee the 
small river settlement where she had 

lived all her life. Neither she nor any of 
her six children and �4 grandchildren 
had ever registered with the authorities 
before. They got their ID cards during 
an emergency registration campaign or-
ganized by UNHCR and the Colombian 
registry soon after their displacement 
last year. 
 “Many displaced people miss out on 
the help they are entitled to because 
they cannot even prove who they are,” 
says Roberto Meier, UNHCR’s represen-
tative in Colombia. “Everyone has the 
right to proper documentation, either as 
nationals or as refugees. It is not only a 
question of access to services, but also 
of protection. People whose existence 
is not even known are terribly vulnerable 
to exploitation and all forms of violence.” 
 More than a quarter million people, 
most of them displaced, have been reg-
istered through the project since UN-
HCR started its cooperation with the 
Colombian registry in �004. But if docu-
mentation is an essential first step, it is 
only the starting point on the road to full 
integration. 
 Even within the borders of their own 
country, displaced Colombians face se-
rious integration problems. While the 
Colombian government has greatly in-
creased the resources available to help 
IDPs – to US$ �.� billion for the period 
�005-�010 from US$ 450 million for 
�000 to �004 – life remains difficult for 
many of the country’s � million dis-
placed. According to several official 
studies, about half of them do not have 
access to the health system and a large 
number encounters similar problems in 
housing, education and the workplace. 
 For Colombian refugees in the re-
gion, the situation is even more precari-
ous. Integration is a long-term goal and 
its cost over the years can be high for 
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receiving governments and UNHCR. 
Donor fatigue is likely to set in after a 
few years, and then the entire responsi-
bility falls back on receiving countries. 
 “Emergency operations are very ex-
pensive but there usually is quite a lot of 
donor interest,” says Lavanchy. “In Co-
lombia, the conflict has been going on 
for 40 years and there is little interna-
tional awareness of the ongoing human-
itarian crisis. Yet refugees keep crossing 
the border and people keep displacing 
– they still need our help.” 
 Financial constraints, difficulty of ac-
cess, lack of documentation: all contrib-
ute to slowing down integration; but of 
all the obstacles refugees face, discrimi-
nation is perhaps the greatest. Despite 
the openness and generosity of coun-
tries like Venezuela and Ecuador, xeno-
phobia is on the rise. The victims of an 
armed conflict that has become inexo-
rably mixed with narco-trafficking, Co-
lombian refugees are often stigmatized 
for the very violence and corruption they 
are trying to escape.  
 “It is sad to see that Colombian refu-
gees, civilian victims of the armed con-
flict in their country, are regularly being 
associated with all the prejudices linked 
to Colombia,” says Jozef Merkx, UN-
HCR Representative in Costa Rica. “Un-
fortunately in Costa Rica this phenom-

enon is often strengthened by the sen-
sational press which often points at Co-
lombians in relation to the worsening 
security situation.” 
 Colombian women are in double 
jeopardy: they are discriminated against 
because they are from Colombia, but 
also because they are women. Many 
women are forced to flee without their 
husbands or partners and are at even 
greater risk.    
 Helena arrived in Ecuador with her 
four children after her husband, who 
was a member of an irregular armed 
group, recruited their two eldest children 
a girl of 14 and a boy of 1� – into the 
group.  Displaying amazing courage, 
Helena removed her two eldest from the 
group and fled across the river to Ecua-
dor. For six months she stayed in hiding, 
terrified her husband would follow her or 
send someone to kill her.  
 UNHCR moved Helena and her fam-
ily further inland to a place of greater 
safety. Helena no longer worries about 
her husband, but she and her daugh-
ters still hardly ever go out of the house.  
 “People here think that Colombian 
women are all prostitutes,” she says 
with reticence. “My daughters are 15 
and 11 and men come to them in the 
streets offering them money. I worry a 
lot about them, especially since we have 

so little money.”  
 Helena, who is working as a cleaner 
for a local business, has yet to receive 
any salary. Her employers say they are 
waiting for the regularization of her sta-
tus – her asylum request is still being 
processed – before they can pay her. 
 Thousands of Colombian women are 
caught in this vicious circle: as asylum 
seekers they cannot seek legal employ-
ment but asylum requests take months 
to process, during which they have no 
legal way to provide for themselves and 
their family. The situation is made worse 
by the lack of economic opportunities in 
the under-developed border zones 
where many refugees and asylum seek-
ers live.  
 In such circumstances, it is perhaps 
no surprise that prostitution, while the 
option of last resort, becomes the only 
possible alternative for many. The few 
figures available show a large percent-
age of Colombians among sex workers 
in Ecuador, and the problem is especial-
ly acute in border zones. 
 According to the regional health au-
thority, 17% of Colombian women who 
have taken refuge in Ecuador’s northern 
provinces are sexual workers. In the city 
of Ibarra, for example, 80% of all regis-
tered sexual workers are Colombians.  
With prostitution comes further discrimi-
nation and social exclusion, a chilling 
example of how wrong things can go 
when integration fails.  
 But discrimination does not stop at 
the border. Within Colombia itself, vic-
tims of the conflict who have been 
forced to displace internally suffer from 
intolerance, indifference and mistrust. ‘If 
they were forced to go, it is probably 
because they did something wrong,’ is 
the often unspoken suspicion; ‘they are 
bringing the conflict into our neighbour-

Colombian refugee children in Venezuela, where an estimated 200,000 Colombians 
of concern to UNHCR live.
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hoods,’ the phrase often heard.  And in 
Colombia too displaced women are 
more likely than others to turn to paid 
sex and to be the victims of sexual and 
other forms of violence.  
 Colombia’s displaced ethnic minori-
ties suffer doubly from discrimination – 
on the basis of their race and because 
they are displaced. Colombia’s 80 differ-
ent indigenous groups make up only 
�% of the country’s total population but 
more than 8% of all displaced. Their 
plight sadly demonstrates the limits of 
money and material support to help in-
tegration. 
 Indigenous culture is closely linked to 
the land; many groups believe that the 
spirits of their ancestors and other gods 
live in the rivers and trees of their territo-
ries. Once they displace, their social 
structures quickly collapse. 
 “We can give them a house, we can 
send their children to school, we might 
even be able to find them a job,” says 
Meier in Bogotá. “But none of this 
means anything. If they cannot go back 
to their lands, they die as a society. En-
tire groups, with their own distinct iden-
tity, their own unique culture and tradi-
tions, are at risk of being wiped out. 
This is a tragedy, not just for them or for 
Colombia, it is a tragedy for humanity.”  
 One such tragedy is unfolding right 
now in Colombia’s Amazon jungle, 
where the Nukak Makus, one of the 
smallest indigenous groups on earth 
who became known to the world only in 
1988, have become caught up in the 
armed conflict. About half of the total 
community, estimated at 500 people, 
has been forced to flee its ancestral ter-
ritory in the past five years.  
 The displaced Nukak were relocated 
on a farm outside the city of San Jose 
de Guaviare. They were given financial 

assistance and material support. Even-
tually, some were resettled to another 
part of the rainforest. But all these ef-
forts to help them integrate in new sur-
roundings have so far failed. In October 
�006, a leader of the Nukak, who had 
served as interpreter between the group 
and the Spanish-speaking world, com-
mitted suicide. Mao-be was desperate, 
his people said, because he could not 
take them back to their land.  
 The Nukak story is an extreme exam-
ple that demonstrates all too clearly that 
while money and economic consider-

ations are important, integration is 
above all about human beings.  It re-
quires considerable efforts on the part 
of people who have gone through the 
trauma of being uprooted.  Its success 
depends greatly on the solidarity they 
can get. 
 
By Marie-Helene Verney in Bogota 
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Displaced children in Choco, northwest Colombia. Even within the borders of their own 
country, displaced people face integration problem.
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Reaching out  
to the unregistered 

eCUADOR

Thirteen thousand people have 
been granted refugee status 
since the year �000 in Ecuador 

but this number does little to reflect the 
humanitarian impact on the country of 
the conflict in neighbouring Colombia. 
Based on demographic surveys, UN-
HCR and the Ecuadorian government 
jointly estimate that up to �50,000 
Colombians could be in need of interna-
tional protection in Ecuador.  
 Most of them, however, never at-
tempt a formal asylum request or even 
make contact with UNHCR and the 
authorities. They remain in the shadows, 
marginalized from concrete protection 
mechanisms already in place in a coun-
try that has been repeatedly praised for 
its generosity towards refugees.  
 “We need to understand the real-
ity of refugees in Ecuador,” says Marta 
Juarez, UNHCR Representative in 
Ecuador. “You have fled Colombia to 
save your life but in Ecuador you are 
only a few kilometers away and even if 
the crossing of the border awards you 
some protection, you may still feel very 
vulnerable. You are in a new country 
with different customs, institutions and 
laws. Several months or years may pass 
before you understand the system and 
learn who you can trust in this new real-
ity.”  
 Under the 1951 Refugee Convention 
and other international treaties, the refu-
gee condition exists from the moment a 
person crosses an international border 
for fear of persecution or violence. The 
granting of refugee status is thus a de-
clarative rather than a constitutive act 
and it is UNHCR’s duty to ensure that 
unregistered refugees are also protect-
ed.  
 In Ecuador, where only a little more 
than 5% of the total population of con-

cern has received refugee status, this 
is a considerable challenge. In order to 
meet it, UNHCR has devised a new pro-
tection strategy that focuses on reach-
ing out to the greatest possible number 
of people in need.   
 One approach, already outlined in 
the Mexico Plan of Action, is to include 
both refugees and local communities in 
practical projects that promote integra-
tion and development. In Sucumbíos 
Province, for example, UNHCR and its 
partners run a large number of projects 
- ranging from conflict prevention and 
community empowerment to child-care 
and safe-water systems - that benefit 
not just registered and unregistered 
refugees but also the local Ecuadorian 
community.  
 “One of the biggest practical difficul-
ties we are encountering is that many 
refugees live in very remote communi-
ties,” says Juarez. “Some of these 
places have no public services at all and 
even the local population is not regis-
tered with the Ecuadorian government 
because of difficulty of access to public 
institutions.” 
 In �006 UNHCR started several new 
initiatives, most of them along Ecuador’s 
northern border with Colombia, to reach 
this “invisible population” of concern. 
One such initiative was to increase and 
systematize border monitoring in three 
northern provinces - Esmeraldas, Carchi 
and Imbabura.  
 “My job is to identify where there are 
families of concern to us, go to the area 
to meet them and the local authorities 
and find out the needs of each com-
munity,” says Rafael Zavala, the UNHCR 
staff member working on the project. “In 
just one small community in the prov-
ince of Carchi, �0 families came forward 
to ask for asylum after we went on a 

visit to the local school.” 
 Such visits have helped to locate 
communities where Colombian refugees 
have lived for years unaware of the asy-
lum system and their rights as refugees. 
 Carlos fled Colombia three years ago 
with his family. Since then, he has lived 
in a remote mountain community close 
to the border in Ecuador.   
 “I have never been further south than 
this area,” Carlos says, “we are scared 
of travelling away from the border be-
cause we don’t have documents and 
we don’t want to be detained by the 
police.” 
 UNHCR identified many other Co-
lombian families living in the area, also 
undocumented and fearful, prone to 
labor abuse and other forms of dis-
crimination. The Refugee Agency’s 
priority is to make sure that people like 
Carlos – whether registered or not - are 
protected from such abuse and have 
access to public services like health and 
education.  
 
By Xavier Orellana in Quito

Colombian child in Ecuador.
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When integration is the only option

COLOMBIA

Eleven years ago Roberto Cama-
cho fled from the rainforest of his 
native Chocó, in the northwest of 

Colombia, to take refuge in Cazuca, a 
shanty town on the outskirts of Bogota, 
the country’s cold Andean capital. He 
has lived here ever since.  
 There are hundreds of Afro Colom-
bians like Roberto displaced in Cazuca 
and he’s very active in the community. 
He coaches their football team and 
trains over �00 kids at the football acad-
emy in his free time. Anyone would think 
he’s fully integrated.  
 “But I’m not,” he says. “I’m almost 
60 now and I still live in a strange place. 
I have a wife and five children and I 
wake up every day wondering how we 
will get our supper. Here I am doing 
building work while in my town I was a 
public contractor; soon, no one will hire 
me even for this type of work.”  
 Roberto is just one example of how 
elusive integration can be for displaced 
persons in a country with the second-
largest internal displacement crisis in 
the world. Most displaced people man-
age to find a place to live; many raise 
families and some, like Roberto, even 
become community leaders and help 
others out. Yet most of them cannot say 
they feel integrated.  
 “Integration requires the will to inte-
grate on the part of the displaced, a fa-

vorable attitude from receiving commu-
nities and greater government efforts,” 
says Roberto Meier, UNHCR Represen-
tative in Colombia. “But the main prob-
lem is that the conflict continues: many 
displaced persons cannot integrate in 
their new homes simply because they 
encounter there the same violence they 
fled from in the first place.” 
 Practical considerations are not the 
only factors at play. Just like each per-
son reacts differently to displacement, 
the capacity of each one to integrate is 
different.  
 “Age is a consideration, many older 
adults displaced to cities even reject 
integration while for youngsters the city 
is attractive,” says Claudia Pabon, a 
social worker heading a psycho-social 
support service for displaced persons 
in Cazuca, a programme run by Colom-
bia’s Universidad Nacional with UNHCR 
funding.  “Gender is another factor, it is 
harder for men to integrate, they find it 
more difficult to get a job and often feel 
they are losing control of their families.”  
 Surprisingly, even though they are 
from the same country, speak the same 
language and often worship the same 
god, displaced people in Colombia also 
are the victims of discrimination on the 
part of their compatriots.  
 “Displaced persons are stigmatized, 
some people see them as beggars rath-

er than as victims. Even more frequently 
there is a prejudice that if displaced 
people were forced to flee, it must be 
because they were guilty of something,” 
says Karen Urueña, a psychologist with 
the Universidad Nacional’s programme. 
“On top of that, in places like Cazuca 
there is also racism because people 
here are not used to large Afro Colombi-
an communities. Families like Roberto’s 
suffer greatly from this.”  
 UNHCR in Colombia runs many 
projects - in areas ranging from educa-
tion to housing - that include integration 
among their key objectives, and is lob-
bying the authorities at both national 
and local levels to get local integration 
of displaced people on their agenda. 
Under the framework of the Mexico 
Plan of Action’s “Cities of Solidarity” 
programme, several large cities in Co-
lombia have set up income-generating 
projects and housing subsidies for their 
displaced population.  
 All of these efforts, however, remain 
of limited scope when compared to 
the size of the needs. Thousands of 
displaced persons continue to live in a 
limbo after years of displacement. Mary, 
Roberto’s six year-old daughter, was 
born in Cazuca yet the other kids at 
school treat her like a stranger.  
 For many, above all, integration is not 
a choice but the only option imposed 
upon them by a conflict that still goes 
on. “I really want to go back to my 
town, at least for 15 days before I die,” 
says Roberto Camacho. “I knew every-
one there, it was completely different. 
It’s just that I can’t go.” 
 
By Gustavo Valdivieso in Bogota
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Young people find it easier to get used to life in the city but they too face difficulties after 
displacement.
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A mixed blessing:  
However, all the difficulties did not van-
ish. While the idea behind the issuance 
of the DUM was a very positive one, 
the cost of the document is very high 
(US$48.00) and its quality is low (the 
data it contains gets easily erased). This 
is a problem for low-income refugee 
families made up of an average of three 
to four people. The government expects 
to amend the current migration law 
– which sets the price of the document 
– and UNHCR is proposing that the 
document be issued free of charge to 
refugees.  
 “The high cost of the document is 
putting refugees in a situation where de 
facto they have no documentation. The 
documentation exists, but not everyone 
can pay for it and paying for the enjoy-
ment of a right is not a genuine right,” 
says Jozef Merkx, UNHCR Representa-
tive in Costa Rica. “We trust that the law 
will be amended soon to avoid pushing 
more refugee families into the limbo of 
non-documentation that denies them 
access to the goods and services they 
need to integrate fully.”  
 Under international Human Rights 
Law, everyone has a right to a name, 
a nationality and the issuance of docu-
ments that prove one’s identity. It is only 
through proper documentation that 
people can fully exercise these inherent 
rights. In the case of refugees, it is the 
role of the government and of UNHCR 
to help the integration and self-reliance 
of refugees in the local society. Proper 
documentation is only the start, but it is 
nevertheless a crucial part of the pro-
cess.  
 
By Giovanni Monge in San Jose

Refugee documentation: a mixed blessing

COSTA RICA

Despite Costa Rica’s long-recog-
nized asylum tradition, integra-
tion remains a challenge for 

more than 1�,000 urban refugees who 
have lived in the country for over five 
years. One of the problems they face is 
access to basic services. 
 From a simple bank transaction to 
registering in school or going to see a 
doctor - everyone in Costa Rica needs 
to bear a valid indentity card to get such 
services, and refugees are no excep-
tion. Both asylum seekers and refugees 
are in fact issued proper documents 
once they register with the authorities, 
but often that is not enough to allow 
them genuine access to basic services.  
 At the root of the problem is a wide-
spread lack of knowledge in the country 

about the asylum system and the rights 
of refugees, lack of trust in the docu-
ments issued to refugees as well as 
confusion created by the circulation of 
many different migration documents.  
 Amaya, a 45 year old refugee wom-
an, has experienced these difficulties 
firsthand. Born in the Colombian city 
of Cali, she remembers how difficult it 
was, until last year, to go to a bank and 
attempt to make a transaction, however 
simple.  
 “Each time, my document was 
rejected,” she explains. “Every time I 
showed my refugee ID the teller looked 
at me suspiciously and once the doubt 
was in his head he always asked for my 
passport instead. The problem was that 
my passport had expired and of course 
I cannot get it renewed.”  
 Taking into account these difficulties, 
the Costa Rican government began 
issuing a new Documento Unico Mi-
gratorio (Single Migratory Document) 
or DUM, in February �006. The DUM 
merged eight different types of migra-
tory documents – including the refugee 
ID Card – into one and incorporated 
anti-fraud security measures. To support 
its dissemination and make the DUM 
known and widely accepted UNHCR 
took part in an information campaign 
targeting service institutions and the 
general public.  
 Once the new document was issued, 
it was hoped that the difficulties faced 
by refugees would come to an end and 
there were indeed some positive results. 
“With the DUM I went to the bank that 
had refused to accept my old ID card 
and this time I had no problem,” says 
Amaya.  
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Proper documentation is often the first 
step on the road to integration for refu-
gees in Costa Rica. 
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On a typical afternoon, the “Li-
sin Hair” beauty salon is full of 
people asking for smart hairdos 

and make-overs. Some of the custom-
ers know the place as the “Colombians´ 
Salon” a reference to the nationality of 
its owners, Lilia Vargas and her �4-year 
old daughter Sindy Joana, who arrived 
in Brazil over two years ago from  
Colombia.  
 In Colombia, Lilia was a very active 
human rights activist. At one point, she 
ran a human rights project for single 
women with a family on behalf of  
UNHCR. Her commitment to human 
rights made her a target for illegal 
armed groups and in �004 she had to 
flee with her family.  
 Lilia, her daughter and son-in law, as 
well as her two sons and two-grand-
children, are now recognized refugees 
in Brazil, where they are determined to 
make a new start. “We are very moti-
vated to keep going and leave behind all 
the difficulties,” says Lilia while doing a 
customer’s hair. “You have to face many 
challenges if you want to survive.” 
 She adds that the knowledge and 
experience she got working for human 
rights in Colombia has been very use-
ful in her new life – and she remembers 
especially the UNHCR project for single 
women.  
 “This kind of knowledge is funda-
mental for women caught up in conflict 
who have to leave their homeland with 
their family, sometimes without a hus-
band. They are especially at risk,” she 
says.  
 Social integration is a challenge for all 
refugees, but particularly so for women, 
especially the ones who like Lilia are 
single-handedly bringing up a family or 
arrive alone in Brazil.  UNHCR has de-
veloped a range of activities specifically 

Challenges for refugee women
targeted at these women to improve 
their chances for a paid job.  
 “Although refugees and asylum seek-
ers have full access to public health and 
education services, job opportunities 
are scarce and many refugees require 
additional professional training to im-
prove their chances to obtain gainful 
employment. It is even more difficult for 
women and we have to be especially 
careful that our programmes take their 
needs into account,” says UNHCR Rep-
resentative in Brazil, Luis Varese.  
 As soon as they arrive in Brazil, refu-
gee women are interviewed by female 
officials and social workers trained to 
identify cases of gender-based violence. 
Those of childbearing age have access 
to reproductive health services and 
counselling through the public system.   
 UNHCR projects also provide basic 
health and psychological care to women 
who suffer or have suffered sexual or 
other forms of gender-based violence. 
Medicines and specialized tests unavail-
able in the public health system are 
provided to those who need it, as well 
as free private consultations in some 
cases.  
 Access to the labor market is per-
haps the biggest challenge for refugees 
in Brazil. To meet it, UNHCR has de-
veloped partnerships not just with the 
federal government but also with the 
private sector to provide refugees with 
free professional training courses.  
 The projects also guarantee nursery 
care for pre-school age children so that 
their mothers have time to look for a 
job.  Non-Portuguese speaking women 
and men get free Portuguese language 
tuition.   
 Such orientation and support can 
make a crucial difference for refugees 
like Lilia. “My background as a human 

rights activist helped me to deal with 
my new situation in Brazil, but many 
women don’t have the same experience 
and they are very dependent on help 
from the national authorities when they 
arrive,” she says.   
 Before starting with another client, 
she adds that she would like to help 
other refugee women in Brazil. Her own 
life story shows that it is possible for 
them to look forward to a new life lived 
in dignity and with the prospect of self-
reliance. It is not easy, but, Lilia says, 
“If you want to make a difference, you 
need to live up to the challenges.”  
 
By Luiz Fernando Godinho in Brasilia
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Lily in her beauty salon. 
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 City authorities have also met with 
unaccompanied minors on several oc-
casions. María, a bright-eyed 19 year-
old Colombian asylum seeker who ar-
rived alone in Argentina last year is one 
of these. “Many of us are doing our best 
to make ends meet, but we really do 
need help, especially with housing and 
work,” she says. 
 In spite of progress, a number of 
challenges still lie ahead. Most crucially, 
in spite of three years having gone 
by since its passing, the new migra-
tions law has still not been completely 
implemented. This affects the exercise 
of rights recognized under the law, es-
pecially economic, social, and cultural 
rights.  “This is really the foremost chal-
lenge at the moment,” insists Father 
Mario Santillo who is the director of 
CEMLA, a research centre on migration 
issues in Latin America.   
 Specialists also point to Argentina’s 
pending ratification of the International 
Convention on the Protection of the 
Right of all Migrant Workers, which is 
currently being handled by Congress.  
 Although the Protocol on Trafficking 
– a phenomenon which has also been 
known to take place in Argentina- has 
been ratified, there is still no law to de-
fine trafficking as a crime and to ensure 
that victims can exercise their rights. A 
draft law was partially approved by the 
Senate in December, and is due to be 
taken up once more in �007.     
 UNHCR’s Rojas takes stock: “Of 
course life here is still difficult for im-
migrants and refugees, but it has been 
truly gratifying to see them receive of-
ficial and public attention.  Clearly, the 
Welcome mat is not thinning. Argentina 
was once a model in terms of immi-
gration, hopefully it will head that way 
again.” 
 
By Nazli Zaki in Buenos Aires

Once a destination for millions 
of Europeans eager to trade in 
the harsh economic conditions 

in their continent for better prospects 
in the New World, Argentina’s recent 
fluctuations in fortune have not stopped 
it from attracting immigrants once again. 
Many of them come from neighboring 
South American nations, where wages 
are frequently lower and work scarce.  
 Since the return of democracy in the 
eighties, Argentina also hosts a smaller 
number of refugees from some 60 Afri-
can, Asian, Latin American and Eastern 
European countries.  
 Contrary to global trends, it has re-
mained faithful to its tradition of open 
doors. In �00� a widely hailed migra-
tions law replaced the more restrictive 
framework set up in the midst of military 
rule. A regularization program for immi-
grants from countries outside the MER-
COSUR trade bloc followed, allowing 
for Koreans, Chinese and some Latin 
Americans to obtain residence papers.   
 It is �006 however, which could eas-
ily be dubbed the year of immigrants 
and refugees. At the end of March, the 
death of six Bolivians - four of them chil-
dren – in a textile factory fire in Buenos 
Aires brought to public attention the 
egregious working conditions affecting 
many Bolivians in the capital – one of 
the country’s largest migrant groups. 
 The government reacted by inspect-
ing and closing down similar “under-
ground factories” – a process which 
had in fact begun in �005. A few weeks 
later, when a plan adopted in �005 
to regularize the situation of between 
750,000 and 1.� million immigrants 
from nine other Latin American coun-
tries went into effect, it included special 
provisions for Bolivian workers who had 
been victims of exploitation in textile 
factories or similar establishments.  
 Though still in its initial phase, since 
April this plan known as “Patria Grande” 

or Large Homeland, has benefited over 
�60,000 citizens from MERCOSUR bloc 
or associated countries: Bolivia, Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia, Paraguay, Peru, Uru-
guay and Venezuela.    
 For refugee advocates the year end-
ed on a particularly good note with the 
passing of a refugee law by Congress in 
November, following Argentina’s recent 
progress in its handling of refugee is-
sues, including an expanded refugee 
committee, more efficient procedures 
and the initiation of a resettlement pro-
gram in �005.  
 According to Flor Rojas, who heads 
the UN Refugee Agency’s office in Ar-
gentina, the law provides a solid frame-
work for refugees’ full exercise of their 
rights. “It guarantees the processing of 
asylum claims in a reasonable period of 
time, facilitates access to documenta-
tion, education, health and employment. 
It also has special provisions for refugee 
women, children and victims of torture,” 
she explains. 
 Significantly, the new law also tasks 
the government with the designing of 
public policies towards the integration 
of refugees. So far, it was mainly the UN 
refugee agency and its non-governmen-
tal partners which worked with refugees 
to help them carve a space for them-
selves in society.  
 Likewise, �006 heralded a stepped 
up commitment to helping refugees by 
several local governments. In November 
for instance, UNHCR signed an agree-
ment with Buenos Aires authorities 
declaring the capital a City of Solidarity 
under the Mexico Plan of Action.  
 The bustling metropolis hosts most 
refugees living in Argentina, and like 
many of the country’s own citizens, they 
struggle to get by. The agreement will 
provide them with facilitated access to 
family subsidies, emergency housing 
and food plans, as well as vocational 
training and micro-credits.  

The year of immigrants and refugees
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Discrimination, depression, anxi-
ety and stigmatization are some 
of the difficulties refugees face 

when fleeing their home countries in 
search of a safe haven. Unfortunately, 
for many of them, the same circum-
stances prevail in their asylum commu-
nities, where integration often remains a 
challenge.  
 Mexico has a long asylum tradition. 
Since its independence, the country 
has received several exodus of people 
fleeing persecution who were given a 
chance to rebuild their lives in a country 
known for its humanitarian approach to 
refugees.   
 However, the world has changed 
dramatically in the last decades. Refu-
gees are not always easily identified 
any longer as a population moving “en 
masse” across borders and clearly in 
need of international protection. Around 
the world, there is much debate about 
the many controversial aspects of mi-
gration, leaving unattended the protec-
tion needs of individual asylum seekers 
and refugees mixed in the migratory 
flow.  
 In the eyes of many governments 
and people, refugees are mostly invis-
ible.   
 In urban areas, they face difficulties 
similar to other foreigners learning how 
to live in a strange society - the differ-
ence being that they cannot return and 
have to stay in a foreign country. 
 This is especially tough for refugees 
from other continents, who in Mexico 
come mainly from Congo, Ethiopia, 
Eritrea, Somalia, Iraq or Palestine. With 
significantly different cultural and social 
backgrounds, they easily stand out from 
the rest of the population. Language is 
also a barrier.  
 “It’s not easy to find a job in Mexico. 
It is more difficult if you are a foreigner 
and it gets even harder because of 
racial discrimination. Since I arrived I 

From Discrimination to Integration:  
Urban refugees in Mexico

have been twice in jail. I was told that 
a woman had accused me of robbery 
but I never even met that woman, she 
was never there. They prosecuted me 
because of the color of my skin. I was 
finally released without charges,” said 
Moses, an Eritrean refugee.  
 According to a national survey car-
ried out by the Mexican Council to 
Prevent Discrimination (CONAPRED), 
4�.1% of the Mexicans interviewed 
said they could not stand living with a 
foreigner. The survey also revealed that 
15.5% claimed that those who pro-
fessed a different religion than their own 
were troubled persons. Homosexuals, 
foreigners and non-Catholics are among 
the categories of people viewed with 
considerably little regard.  
 This astonishing portrait sets new 
challenges for UNHCR and its partners. 
New ways must be sought to make 
society more tolerant and less discrimi-
natory towards refugees. To this end, 
UNHCR recently signed an agreement 
with CONAPRED to promote educa-
tional and awareness programs that 
facilitate the integration of refugees in 
Mexico and prevent discrimination and 
xenophobic attitudes.  
 In addition, UNHCR and its imple-
menting partners are working closely 
with the government of the State of 
Mexico - the state surrounding Mexico 
City - to support the integration of vul-
nerable refugee cases in Mexican so-
ciety. Initiatives include an employment 
project with entrepreneurs in that state 
and training workshops for government 
officials, especially those from the minis-
tries of education, health and labor.  
 A micro-credit project run by  
UNHCR’s partner Sin Fronteras in 
Mexico City is another important tool for 
some refugee families to begin their own 
businesses. Refugees like Charles, who 
works as a photographer, or Roberto, 
who has a handicraft business, are 

among the beneficiaries.   
 There are also excellent entrepre-
neurs among refugee women. Some 
of them have started small businesses, 
selling traditional food from their home 
countries or opening beauty salons. But 
so far, the micro-credit initiative remains 
limited in scope and does not meet 
the existing demand: it is an ongoing 
endeavor that needs to be developed in 
solidarity with the local community.  
 
By Mariana Echandi in Mexico City
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Somali refugee takes a break after  
attending Spanish lessons at the Refugee 
Park in Mexico City.
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a sewing machine about as old, has 
settled in the small border town of  El 
Amparo. Six years on, she is best friend 
with some of the local women and the 
favorite dressmaker of many. “Even if 
she is too busy, she commits for a bit 
later and sews a bit cheaper,” says a 
Venezuelan neighbour. 
 Marly, who received a UNHCR micro-
credit, hopes to grow as a business-
woman in El Amparo.  “I’ve got my cli-
ents here, I’d like to have my little atelier 
and shop for the clothes I make,” she 
says.   
 But like thousands of Colombians, 
Marly’s biggest challenge is getting legal 
documentation. Without this, Sieber ex-
plains, it is difficult to get to the places 
where social programmes are available 
and to access the government aid that 
requires legal procedures. Marly hopes 
that soon she will have no greater chal-
lenge than to make the wide curves of 
the local women fit in magazine fash-
ions. 
 
By Ligimat Perez in Caracas 

 
(*) Names have been changed for  
protection reasons.

The art of starting in a new country   

VeNezUeLA

Manuel does not have the fame 
of his countrymen André 
Pierre or Héctor Hyppolite, but 

like them he has made his living during 
the last few months selling his paintings 
of ¨many colors and limited technique¨, 
as the naïf style is commonly defined. 
 This 41-year old Haitian union activ-
ist was forced to flee to the Dominican 
Republic when President Aristide was 
overthrown. He later arrived in Venezu-
ela by boat. Although initially he con-
sidered relocating to another country, 
he quickly changed his mind. “One can 
restart his life here,” he says. “I arrived 
a year ago with nothing, today I have 
a small plot of land and while I build a 
house I live in a place where my children 
have their own room.” 
 The first help he received from UN-
HCR allowed him to purchase paint and 
canvas to start his new life as a painter, 
a profession he learned from his wife 
Marina, a renowned Haitian artist. 
 For Manuel the most important as-
pect of integration into a new society 
was to secure a viable source of in-
come, while for Marina - who recounts 
having suffered months of discrimination 
in the Dominican Republic - the main 
element was to find respect and hos-
pitality. “What I need is a place where 
people love me and value my nationality, 
and here I feel happy,” Marina says with 
a smile that brightens her face. 
 Manuel and his family have found 
a new home, in a suburb of Caracas. 
Their children receive free education and 
they have access to the social benefits 
offered by the Venezuelan government.   
 “Fortunately Venezuela does not 
build barriers, instead its policy is one 
of solidarity with the social needs of the 
people seeking international protection,” 
says the UNHCR representative in  
Venezuela, John Fredrikson. “Rural 

medical care and a permit to settle on a 
plot of land are some other benefits of 
great help to refugees.”  
 Manuel is just one of some �00,000 
people that UNHCR estimates have ar-
rived in Venezuela seeking international 
protection. The majority of them are 
Colombians who fled from the internal 
conflict in their country.  
 In Apure state, which receives a large 
number of these refugees, UNHCR has 
registered some �,700 asylum seekers. 
Although the National Commission for 
Refugees has recognized the status of 
only 11 of them, the increasing number 
of people of concern is more obvious 
everyday. obvious everyday. It is very 
common to find communities in Apure 
where one of every two families is of 
Colombian nationality or has Colombian 
relatives - this helps their integration in 
spite of the lack of documentation.  
 “The communities are open to Co-
lombians, because they are themselves 
the product of a migratory phenomenon 
that started decades ago along with the 
internal conflict in Colombia,” says Jose 
Sieber a UNHCR official in Apure. 
 Marly Calles*, who crossed the bor-
der with her three year-old daughter and 
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Manuel finishing a painting at his house in the suburbs.
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Colombian families open their 
homes to indigenous children 

pANAMA

Eleven year-old Lucia* peeks out 
of the window at the adults con-
versing outside the tin and timber 

house. She is waiting for Marie, the 
daughter of the mixed Colombian-Pana-
manian family she resides with. The two 
girls are inseparable says Marisol Lopez, 
the mother of the family.  
 Lucia, who is of the local Kuna indig-
enous group, is in the seventh grade at 
the Puerto Obaldia Secondary School. 
She is lucky: Puerto Obaldia is the only 
town in a string of small pueblos lin-
ing Panama’s Caribbean coast that 
has a post-primary school. Secondary 
schools are scarce in Kuna Yala Prov-
ince and Puerto Obaldia’s secondary 
school is a new addition to the commu-
nity. It was founded two years ago after 
local people - Colombians and Panama-
nians together with the support of the 
NGO, Pueblos de Bosque, UNHCR’s 
partner in the area - fervently lobbied for 
it.  
 But many children from the surround-
ing indigenous communities of Armila, 
Anachucuna, and Carreto, are unable 
to make the daily trip to Puerto Obaldia 
and have to stop their education after 
primary school. It is only thanks to the 
generous welcome of Colombian and 
mixed Colombian Panamanian families 
in Puerto Obaldia that Lucia, along with 
�� other Kuna indigenous children, got 
the chance to continue her studies.  
 Located at the southern tip of Pana-
ma in the province of Kuna Yala, Puerto 
Obaldia is home to a mixed population 
of Panamanians, Colombians, and in-
digenous Kuna peoples. Because of its 
proximity to Colombia it has provided 
a safe haven to many Colombians flee-
ing from the armed conflict in the late 
1990s. About �0% of its inhabitants are 
Colombians, many of whom continue to 
be there under a regime known as Tem-

porary Humanitarian Protection (THP).  
 THP status, Panama’s response to 
situations of mass influx of refugees, 
limits the rights of refugees to work in 
the formal sector and to move freely 
within the country. UNHCR is working 
closely with the government to reform 
this temporary protection regime, which 
is not consistent with international or 
regional standards of protection. After 
several years of lobbying for the regu-
larization of some 900 Colombians, 
UNHCR was recently informed that 
President Martin Torrijos has decided to 
start the regularization process for Co-
lombians under THP. 
 In spite of the restrictions of the THP 
status, Colombians in Puerto Obaldia 
have integrated well; marrying Panama-
nians, having children, and contributing 
to the economic development of the 
town by setting up small businesses. 
Now, as active members of their com-
munity, they have decided to recipro-
cate the generosity which they have 
received.  
 Since the secondary school opened, 
many Colombian and Colombo-Pana-
manian families have taken into their 
homes children from nearby Kuna com-
munities to enable them to continue 
their studies. Almost half of the families 
care for more than one child, in the 
majority of cases at no cost to the Kuna 
community. Most of the families, like 
Marisol’s, have their own children. 
 Marisol and her family subsist on 
money earned from the small scale 
bakery she was able to open with the 
help of a UNHCR micro-loan and her 
husband’s modest income. With this, 
they provide for six children; three of 
their own and three Kuna youngsters.  
She and her husband decided to open 
the doors of their home to the young 
indigenous because they wanted to give 

something back to the community that 
embraced them and other Colombians 
in need of help.  
 “Of course it is difficult to feed six 
children, but we are doing it free of 
charge so that they can study. We know 
how important education is for the fu-
ture of these children.” 
 Lucia too recognizes the value of 
studying and she would like to con-
tinue on the path to higher education, 
although she shies away at first from 
admitting her ambition. 
 “Go ahead,” her host father encour-
ages her, “tell us what you would like to 
become.” 
“A doctor,” she responds quietly.  
 Until only two years ago, such a 
dream would have been impossible to 
realize. Now, thanks to the generos-
ity of families like the Lopez, who have 
themselves experienced adversity and 
who with so little are able to give to oth-
ers, Lucia’s aspirations may one day 
become reality.     
 
By Erin Maxwell in Puerto Obaldia 
 
*Names have been changed to maintain 
confidentiality

Girls playing football in the Darien region.
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their monthly income support cheque. 
“We are very excited to have our own 
place, but I am also very nervous about 
finding a job, because that is something 
we were told that we have to do on our 
own,” he said.  
 In the beginning, all refugees see 
Canada as heaven,” says Chamroen 
Lay, “but then they realize they have to 
struggle like everyone else.” 
 To help refugees cope with day to 
day living the Catholic Immigration 
Centre offers a range of services rang-
ing from interpretation to employment 
assistance such as assisting with job 
searches.  For all refugees, finding a job 
is critical to their successful integration. 
 When asked about his impression 
of Reception House, Saw Ler Thay 
Htoo said that he was amazed to see 
refugees from so many other regions 
of the world –  such as the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, Iraq, Co-
lombia – all under one roof. “I thought 
all other countries lived in peace and 
that Burma was the only country with a 
refugee problem.” As he reflects further 
on this he adds “All we want is to live 
together in peace with everybody.” 
 
By Nanda Na Champassak in Ottawa

   

Karen Refugees – A new addition to Ottawa’s 
Multicultural Mosaic 

CANADA

On December 1, the first win-
ter storm of the season blew 
through Canada’s national 

capital region, pelting it mercilessly with 
a wicked combination of freezing rain, 
snow, sleet and wind gusts of up to 90 
kilometres an hour.   
 On that day, four young Karen sib-
lings -  three boys and a girl  - ranging 
in age from nine to two years old sat 
silently staring out the window at the 
swirling whiteness. Exposure to winter 
weather was just one more oddity in 
their bewildering exposure to all things 
unfamiliar. 
 They along with their father, Saw Ler 
Thay Htoo and mother, Naw Hse Wah 
Day had arrived in Ottawa three weeks 
earlier from a remote tropical refugee 
camp in Northern Thailand where they 
have lived since 1995. They are part of 
a group of 800 Karen refugees that the 
UNHCR referred to Canada, and which 
the latter accepted for resettlement. 
About 100 Karen refugees are destined 
to make Ottawa their new home. 
 Speaking through an interpreter, 
Saw Ler Thay Htoo who is �� years old 
said that since arriving in Ottawa, he 
is conscious of a deep sense of safety 
and freedom. “In the camp there were 
always a lot of worries, a constant fear 
for your security,” he explains. 
 The family is currently accommo-
dated at Reception House, a temporary 
96-bed residential facility for newly re-
settled refugees.   
 The facility, funded largely by the 
federal Department of Citizenship and 
Immigration is managed by the Catholic 
Immigration Centre with a staff of 15 
who together are able to communicate 
in �0 different languages. Four Karen 
speakers were found among the small 
Burmese community in Ottawa. 
 “Providing new refugees with a soft 
landing is the main goal” says Reception 

House Manager, Chamroen Lay, himself 
a former Cambodian refugee. “You must 
never underestimate the culture shock 
of those who flee war and violence,” he 
adds. 
 A considerable amount of effort 
goes toward providing a “soft landing”. 
Reception House staff are present on 
a �4 hour basis providing newcomers 
with a supportive environment that goes 
beyond just shelter, food and clothing.  
Basic orientation, counselling and life 
skills to be able to function in their new 
life in Ottawa are also offered such as 
opening bank accounts, registering chil-
dren in school, dealing with landlords, 
operating household appliances, using 
public transport, and generally connect-
ing them with community resources 
such as health, educational and social 
services.   
 In terms of “do’s and don’ts” Saw 
Ler Thay Htoo commented that one 
thing that struck him the most was that 
“unlike the refugee camp where you 
just show up when you need some as-
sistance, in Canada you have to inform 
ahead of time and make appointments.” 
 After spending nearly a month at 
Reception House, Saw Ler Thay Htoo 
and his family think they have found 
an apartment that they can afford with 

After spending over ten years in a refugee camp in Thailand, a Karen refugee family  
of six is resettled to Ottawa, Canada in November 2006.  
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On American plains, refugees receive a warm 
welcome in a cold climate  

It is a scene that is being repeated 
throughout America this holiday 
season. Two young girls wait at an 

airport to greet their grandmother. Their 
hands clutching balloons and American 
flags, they eagerly scan the approach-
ing passengers trying to identify a 
woman they’ve never met and who they 
know only from their mother’s stories 
of a childhood abruptly cut short nearly 
twenty years ago in Sudan. 
 When Nagung Ging and her �0 year 
old son, Peter, emerge from the crowd 
they are smartly dressed and show few 
signs of fatigue following their disori-
enting journey from Egypt, where they 
lived as refugees for much of their lives. 
Bronika Thon gives her mother a pink 
woolen hat and helps her to put on a 
pair of gloves before the group steps 
out into the cold mid-Western night.  
 More than �00 refugees have come 
to Sioux Falls in �006. Most, like Na-
gung Ging, are reunited with family. 
Others arrive knowing no one. For all of 
them, the towering figure of David Jal, 
his forehead etched with the tribal scars 
of his native Sudan, is a reassuring 
presence. A senior case manager with 
the Refugee and Immigration Center of 
Lutheran Social Services, Jal and other 
staff provide a range of resettlement as-
sistance designed to ease the refugees’ 
transition to their new homes. The pro-
grams are backed by a deep outflow of 
compassion for the refugees’ situation, 
one which is borne out of experience.  
 For nearly ten years David Jal lived 
as a refugee, frequently moving camps 
and at times countries. In 1995 on the 
recommendation of UNHCR he was 
resettled to the United States. Few 
Africans lived in Sioux Falls at the time 
and he was soon sharing a small apart-
ment with three other Sudanese men 
and working twelve hours a day at a 

plastics factory.  “On Friday nights we’d 
treat ourselves by picking up hamburg-
ers from a local fast food restaurant and 
bring them back to the apartment,” he 
recalls.   
 The staff at the refugee center rep-
resent more than a dozen nationalities 
and translation services are available 
in �5 different languages and dialects.  
Case managers are assigned to each 
new arrival to help them through the 
first, overwhelming weeks. With funding 
from the Bureau for Population, Refu-
gees, and Migration at the US State De-
partment, the refugee centre provides 
the families with a furnished apartment, 
with the first month’s rent paid. “Our 
emphasis is helping people integrate 
into their new community,” says Donna 
Magnuson, the center’s director. “The 
families move quickly through the nec-
essary bureaucracy, such as getting so-

cial security numbers and food stamps, 
to looking for work.  Our orientation 
programs provide English lessons, help 
in finding a job as well as ongoing sup-
port and counseling. Refugees coming 
to the US are eligible for up to eight 
months of financial assistance, but our 
services don’t end there.”  
 Adan Hussein attends the orienta-
tion classes daily, and is already using 
English phrases just weeks after leav-
ing a refugee camp in Kenya where 
he lived for 14 years, marrying his wife 
and starting a family. “My three children 
were born into the hands of UNHCR,” 
he says. The �0 year old from Somalia 
can recount every significant date of his 
journey from refugee to Sioux Falls resi-
dent, a journey he continued to doubt 
would be completed until he boarded 
his plane.  

USA

Sioux Falls’ latest refugee arrival, Nagung Ging, is welcomed by family she last saw nearly 20 
years ago in Sudan.  
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all other resettlement countries com-
bined.   
 “The US resettlement program con-
tinues to be a mainstay for UNHCR 
resettlement efforts around the world,” 
says Larry Yungk, Senior Resettlement 
Officer for the UN refugee agency in 
Washington. “Historically, the US has 
given resettlement opportunities to half 
of the refugees whom UNHCR has de-
termined to be in need of resettlement. 
While resettlement needs exist through-
out the world, meeting those needs 
depends entirely on the willingness of 
individuals and local organizations, like 
those in Sioux Falls, to welcome refu-
gees into their own community.” 
 The morning after their arrival a case 
worker from Lutheran Social Services 
takes Najung Ging and her son through 
the first steps of their new journey. They 
appear somewhat stunned by the of-
fice surroundings and Najung keeps 
her hat and gloves on throughout. The 
abductions, beatings, flight and exile 
which they have endured are over. It has 
taken years to reach this point and it will 
take months more for Sioux Falls’ new-
est refugee family to feel fully settled. 
But Najung Ging is confident about the 
future. “When I was coming here,” she 
says, “I was so full of joy at the thought 
of seeing my daughter again. And when 
I arrived I thought I’m finally home.”                   
 
Tim Irwin in Sioux Falls, South Dakota

 In the camp, he says, the UNHCR 
staffer responsible for the resettlement 
operation was affectionately known as 
“honey”, his counterpart from the US 
Immigration and Naturalization Service 
dubbed “sugar”. As Adan recounts his 
story, his wife Khadija is taken shop-
ping to a local thrift store with two other 
Somali woman to stock up on donated 
winter clothing. “When I was at home,” 
says Adan, “only your mother and father 
provided for you, but here I have been 
given everything by people I don’t even 
know.”  
 For Mohammed Kadyrov and his 
wife, the pursuit of a new life recently 
reached an important milestone. Mesh-
ketian Turks who arrived from Russia 
in �005, the family just celebrated the 
marriage of their son Eldar. Father and 
son both work in the freezer section of 

the local meat factory while Makhpulya 
is employed at a food processing plant. 
All agree on the benefits of living in 
Sioux Falls: Job opportunities; afford-
able housing and low crime. “And we 
like the people,” says Mohammed. 
 Annual resettlement figures to the 
US are determined in consultations 
between the Administration and both 
Houses of Congress during which 
certain groups and nationalities are 
highlighted as priorities. These hearings 
culminate in an announcement of ad-
mission ceilings known as a Presidential 
Determination. In �006 the ceiling for 
refugees entering the US was set at 
60,000, though the actual number of 
arrivals was 41,000. Despite the lower 
than normal figures, the United States 
remains the number one destination for 
resettled refugees, accepting more than 

Sudanese refugee children in Sioux Falls.
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 Now I do translations for a living. As 
an asylum seeker it’s very difficult to get 
a job, because employers do not want 
to hire me as I don’t have the National 
Identity Document (DNI). This is also 
an obstacle to taking up Engineering 
at the University. I am trying to make 
things change for the better, not only for 
myself, but also for other young people 
in the same situation, so that we can all 
have normal access to higher  educa-
tion.  
 My roommate is going back to Co-
lombia, so I will have to find a solution 
to the housing problem. Officials from 
the City of Buenos Aires told me not to 
worry about that. An agreement signed 
between UNHCR and Buenos Aires 
authorities includes special programs for 
young refugees. I joined a group which 
attends meetings with the government, 
and I proposed to prepare a report for 
UNHCR about how we young refugees 
in Argentina see things here. 
 What I most value about living here 
is that I am not longer scared of looking 
behind me, and I no longer panic when 
the telephone rings with a number I 
don’t know. 

 

V jolca and Xevdet have been in 
Mexico for over seven years. 
He’s a writer, she a doctor. They 

were living with their children in Kosovo 
when war broke out and destroyed their 
lives.  
 “Twice during the war we were 
separated when I was jailed.  I’d said 
good-bye to them and to my own life. I 
was deported and then I found them in 
Albania,” Xevdet remembers.  
 Through the International Parliament 
of Writers, they contacted the Refugee 
House “Citlaltépetl”, which hosts refu-
gee writers in Mexico City. 
 “Of Mexico, I only knew Octavio Paz, 
the football player Hugo Sánchez, the 
song la Cucaracha, and Nogales city, 
from the cartoon-stories that I used to 
read when I was a boy about American 
cowboys that crossed the border into 
Mexico,” he says.  
 Vjolca started working at a private 
clinic. However, she couldn’t practice 
her profession as a doctor.  “I qualified 
after the disintegration of Yugoslavia 
and my diplomas had to be issued by 
the United Nations. It took seven years 
to have my studies validated.” 
 Integration was easier for their chil-
dren. The oldest was 1� and the young-
er four years old when they arrived. “My 
oldest had finished elementary school 
and he was accepted by the Spanish 
Institute Luis Vives, which is used to 
receiving refugees as it was founded by 
Spanish refugees,” says Vjolca. “Our 
younger boy speaks Albanese like a 
foreigner. Sometimes he forgets the 
words, so we start speaking in Span-
ish.” 
 Xevdet teaches poetry at the Uni-
versity of Mexico City and in �000 he 
published his first book. Although he is 
deeply fond of Mexico - he and his  
wife have become Mexican citizens -  

he longs for his country.   
 “Each first generation of exiles sac-
rifices itself on behalf of their children,” 
he says, “but you can never forget your 
country. Even if you can go back to visit, 
it’s never the same. When you leave, 
you lose your country forever.” 

“I arrived in Argentina at the begin-
ning of �006. In Cali, Colombia, 
where I studied, I was a member 

of a Human Rights students’ organiza-
tion. In September �005, one of my fel-
low students was murdered. Since then 
we started to denounce acts of violence 
through art and music. At the end of 
�005, we organized a pro-Human 
Rights festival. Soon after, we started 
receiving  pamphlets declaring students 
as a threat. I also received threatening 
phone calls. I moved to Bogota, and 
thereafter I made my way to Buenos Ai-
res, where I had some friends. I stayed 
at their home for a week and after that 
I moved to a hotel where I came across 
someone I knew from my time in  
Bogota.   
 My first two weeks in Argentina were 
difficult. Although Argentina and Colom-
bia are both Latin American countries, 
customs are different. I wish I had my 
mother with me. She lives alone in Co-
lombia now, but I hope she can come 
to Argentina next year. I would be very 
happy.  
 I also worked for women’s rights 
and for the adoption of the Optional 
Protocol to the The Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion against Women (CEDAW), as well 
as with the internet based Latin Ameri-
can awareness campaign “Make some 
Noise”. Getting involved again in human 
rights activism was like bringing a part 
of me from Colombia, and that made 
me feel a bit better.   

Refugee Voices 
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Vjollca finally practising her profession in 
Mexico City.
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  Together with UNHCR, I have per-
sonally visited many of these enterpris-
es: a bakery, a store, a carpentry shop, 
where the initiative and skills of refugees 
merge with those of Costa Ricans. 
These are outlets were various cultures 
merge, enriching Costa Rican society. 
 When President Arias met U.S. Presi-
dent George W. Bush during a recent 
visit to the White House, he shared with 
him this message: ‘this century’s theme 
will be migration and the poor of the 
world will not be stopped by oceans 
and walls.’ 
 The Americas and Costa Rica owe a 
lot to the pain and suffering of refugees. 
For that reason, we support and thank 
the outstanding efforts of UNHCR.  
 
Francisco Morales, Labor Minister in 
Costa Rica  
 
Francisco Morales Hernández received 
a degree in Law from the University 
of Costa Rica, and in Political Science 
from the University of Chile. He has 
been a legislator, Minister of Agriculture 
and Livestock, as well as Minister of 
Work and Social Security three times in 
four different administrations.   

Costa Rica is a small Central 
American nation of just 51,100 
square kilometers and a popu-

lation of four million people. Despite our 
size, we have built up a strong society 
with a good quality of life.   
 Costa Rica consolidated the right to 
political asylum in the 19th century and 
in the �0th century abolished the army. 
In our history, great heroes like Bolivar in 
Venezuela, Sucre in Ecuador, San Mar-
tin in Argentina or O’Higgins in Chile, do 
not figure. Here, the book replaced the 
sword and the classroom came before 
the army quarters.  
 We have made of education, health 
and nature a part of our lifestyle. Close 
to �5% of the territory is covered by 
national parks; we have a literacy rate of  
98% and a life expectancy of 80 years. 
After Chile, Costa Rica’s economy is the 
best integrated in the global market of 
all Latin American countries.   
 Despite all this, around �1% of the 
population lives below the poverty line, 
including migrant workers, refugees and 
asylum seekers who need employment, 
education, health and housing. 
 The government of President Oscar 
Arias Sanchez has focused on the fight 
against poverty, secondary education 
for all and economic growth – with a 
target of more than 6% growth annually. 
 It is worth mentioning that over the 
last two decades, Costa Rica has re-
ceived many migrants and refugees: 
the former are here to improve their 
living conditions, employment, salaries 
and education; the latter were forced to 
come because of armed conflicts and 
political problems.  
 Today, the number of recognized 
refugees has reached almost 1�,000 
persons. 
 Our country expects the support 

of the international community to help 
these refugees, who deserve to live in 
worthy conditions.  
 In the Ministry of Labor we are cur-
rently working on the following points: 
 
1) Ordered and regulated migration with 
the signing of bilateral agreements with 
the countries of origin;

    �) The incorporation within the Labor 
Code of a new chapter on migrant 
and refugee workers. This amendment 
seeks to balance the protection of their 
human rights with their contributions 
to social security. It also seeks to cre-
ate integration schemes into the labor 
market, the economy and Costa Rican 
society. That way we all win;  
 
�) A letter of understanding between the 
Ministry of Labor and UNHCR through 
which a Labor Insertion Unit for refu-
gees was created. One hundred and 
fifty refugees have benefited and been 
integrated into the labor market, most of 
them of Colombian origin; 
 
4) Support to UNHCR efforts for the lo-
cal integration of refugees in Costa Rica 
through the microcredit program, with 
�90 microcredit loans so far to create 
small businesses. 
 

Francisco Morales, Labor Minister in Costa Rica.

New measures to help integrate 
refugees in Costa Rica
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From the Field

 A few months earlier, Uruguayan ac-
tor Osvaldo Laport has become the UN 
Refugee Agency’s first Goodwill Ambas-
sador from Latin America. He received 
the official title at a high-profile public 
ceremony in Buenos Aires, where he 
has been living for over three decades. 
Laport is best known for his starring 
roles in soap operas broadcast in �5 
countries. He has actively helped  
UNHCR raise the profile of refugee is-
sues in South America, calling for sup-
port to refugees in radio and television 
spots, visiting refugee projects and par-
ticipating in its events.

ecuador News 
 
 Ecuador’s Labor Ministry has issued 
a ministerial decree that will allow refu-
gees to obtain works permit at no cost 
- a notable step forward that will greatly 
help the local integration of refugees. A 
work permit usually costs $60, an unaf-
fordable price for most refugees.
 Another noteworthy action to im-
prove the local integration of refugees 
is a new decree from the Education 
Ministry that will greatly facilitate ac-
cess to education for refugees. The 
decree stipulates that refugee children 
and youth who are not in possession 
of school records from their country of 
origin can be tested to determine their 
level of education in the public system. 
It will no longer be necessary to legalize 
their documents in their country of  
origin. 
 These two measures are the result of 
lobbying efforts carried out by UNHCR 
and national organizations working for 
refugees. UNHCR is also taking part in 
a registration campaign currently being 
carried out by the Civil Registry of Ecua-
dor. It is estimated that more than one 
million Ecuadorians are not officially reg-
istered, which deprives them of access 
to many of their citizen rights. UNHCR 
has distributed information material and 
accompanied mobile brigades to areas 
with large refugee populations in order 
to allow children born to refugee families 
in Ecuador to receive Ecuadorian na-
tionality, to which they are automatically 
entitled.  
 
Uruguay - new refugee law  
welcomed

UNHCR welcome the approval of a 
refugee law by Uruguay’s Congress last 

December. The law provides a very solid 
framework for the full exercise of refu-
gee rights. It guarantees the processing 
of asylum claims in a reasonable period 
of time, facilitates access to documen-
tation, education, health and employ-
ment. It also has special provisions for 
refugee women and unaccompanied 
children.   
 Uruguay’s current government is 
made up of a number of former refu-
gees, and has demonstrated its interest 
in human rights and refugee issues. The 
approval of the law by Congress is the 
result of concerted efforts by legislators, 
civil society and UNHCR. It is expected 
to benefit refugees from some �0 Latin 
American, Asian, African and eastern 
European countries. 

Uruguayan actor, Osvaldo Laport, was named UNHCR’s Goodwill Ambassador.
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Monday  
Like every Monday, the team gathers 
early in the morning to reflect on what 
we did last week and plan for the days 
ahead.  
 Our office is in the city of  
Barrancabermeja, a petrol town in the 
heart of Colombia’s Magdalena Medio, 
a wide region which includes parts of 
five departments. We have to plan our 
missions carefully in order to be pres-
ent in all towns and rural areas at risk of 
displacement.  
 As the staff member with direct re-
sponsibility for the municipality of Lan-
dazuri, in the department of Santander, 
I must pay attention to rumors that 
someone is forcing people to sell their 
land in the zone of La India, a small 
community by the River Carare. I will 

spend three days of this week there.  
 In the afternoon I have a meeting 
with staff of a Land Protection Project 
UNHCR and other organizations sup-
port. We and the Catholic Diocese want 
to introduce the project to Landazuri. 
For UNHCR, working with partners 
gives us greater impact and avoids du-
plication of efforts. We all agree to leave 
for Landazuri at six the next morning.  
 
Tuesday  
Barrancabermeja is a very hot town, but 
the air still holds the freshness of dawn 
when we gather at the office. There is 
Ariel, the driver, Mauricio from the Dio-
cese, Monica, from the land protection 
project, and I.  
 It has been raining and the road 
is wet. There is concern in the group 

that it is too slippery, and may even be 
blocked by rocks further along the way. 
We stop to have breakfast at a food 
stall, and there we meet Pacho from the 
PDP (Peace and Development Program, 
a local NGO). He also heard about the 
land purchases but has no more spe-
cific information.  
 A good breakfast and a four-hour 
drive later, we are in La India. La India is 
a small Peace Community, right by the 
riverside, set up more than 15 years ago 
as a place of peaceful resistance to all 
armed actors in the conflict and a haven 
for the region’s many displaced people.  
 We are well received, as usual, and 
it’s no coincidence. We have worked a 
lot here, from literacy programs for dis-
placed adults to fixing the ambulance, 
not to forget our intervention to build 
housing projects for displaced persons.  
 About the land? Well… Everybody 
has heard ‘someone else say that he 
heard from someone that…’  Fear and 
mistrust are usual byproducts of con-
flict, so information is always vague, 
confused and hard to verify. The plan is 
to go tomorrow to La Pedregosa, the 
small river community some two hours 
upstream on the Carare River where the 
land purchases have reportedly been 
taking place. 
 We have lunch with Luis Carlos, 
the president of La India’s displaced 
people’s association, and right after that 
we all go to see the houses they are 
building. In the afternoon, we visit the 
ambulance UNHCR donated and check 
it is still working 100%. Its engine broke 
last year and it was quite a saga getting 
it fixed. 
 We are exhausted by the time we go 
to sleep in the only place available in 
La India for visitors; a small church that 
opens every 15 days when the priest 
comes from the not-so-far village of 

COLOMBIA

Enric in La Pedegrosa, a little river community at high risk of displacement which he often visits. 
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Cimitarra – about three hours away on 
dirt road.  We spread ourselves on the 
banks with our travel mattresses and 
the sound of rats scurrying about the 
walls and roof of our modest temple lulls 
us into sleep.  
 
wednesday 
Nurse Isaura always finds us a boat and 
a driver at a convenient price for the 
trip upriver. She has never let us down 
and at eight we are already on our way. 
It’s an hour and a half to our destina-
tion, the stream going upriver is strong 
after the night’s rain. The scenery is 
spectacular. Monica can’t stop taking 
pictures and Mauricio is totally lost in 
contemplation of the landscape. I keep 
looking for the Caymans that come out 
of the water once in a while to go and 
sun themselves on the riverbank.  
 There were Caymans here last year 
when two rival irregular armed groups 
imposed a blockade on the river and 
cut off La Pedregosa from the rest of 
the world, each group accusing the vil-
lagers of collaborating with its rival. Civil-
ians were caught – as is too often the 
case - between both sides, with nothing 
left to eat and unable to flee. Eventually, 
UNHCR broke the blockade by leading 
a humanitarian mission that brought 
food in and took sick people out. Things 
are better now, after the demobilization 
of one of the groups. But this zone re-
mains very coveted due to its emeralds, 
its river along which all kinds of mer-
chandises can be transported, and the 
coca fields hidden behind the leafy trees 
at the river’s edge.  
 In La Pedregosa, we try once again: 
we speak with �0 families and once 
again we can’t get a clear response on 
whether or not someone is putting pres-
sure on anyone to sell land. Monica, 
Mauricio and I look at each other, aston-

ished. Finally Monica explains that there 
is a mechanism to protect property 
rights.  If the community wants we can 
organize for information to be collected 
from each family and begin the process 
of registering the land before the au-
thorities. The leaders are happy with the 
initiative and we promise to come back 
in 15 days to collect the information.  
 Going back to La India is much fast-
er, this time the current is on our side. 
We are back in less than an hour, ready 
to rest on the church’s banks.  
 
Thursday  
We leave early for Landazuri, the seat 
of the municipality, some three hours 
away by road, where we are taking part 
in a municipal committee for assistance 
to displaced persons. Everybody’s here 
today: the Mayor, the secretaries of 
Health and Education, the police and 
the military. The main subject is how to 
deliver emergency aid to families newly 
displaced from the area of Borrascoso-

Opón. We put the issue of La Pedrego-
sa and the confused situation with land 
there on the agenda. The mayor and his 
staff promise to “take action” although 
they don’t specify how.  We’ll have to 
follow up closely on this situation and 
the steps that are taken to remedy it.  
 As soon as the meeting ends, we 
start on our way back to Barranca: 
there’s still four hours of road ahead of 
us.  
 
friday  
 I write the mission report and this di-
ary… 
 
By Enric Torrella in Barrancabermeja

Enric Torrella is a United Nations Volun-
teer working for UNHCR’s Field Office in 
Barrancabermeja, Colombia. 
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Enric in Landazuri.
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