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Mr. Chairman,

The protracted humanitarian crisis in Colombia is the largest, and probably the worst, in the Western Hemisphere and it remains severe. In 2006 alone, almost 200,000 people were forcibly displaced from their homes, bringing the total of internally displaced Colombians to approximately three million. Additionally, many Colombians have sought refuge and protection in neighbouring countries, namely Venezuela, Ecuador, and Panama among other destinations.

We commend UNHCR for placing an emphasis on the situation of internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Colombia and opening new offices in Medellín and in Villavicencio. This increase in the total number of UNHCR local offices in Colombia corresponds to the nationwide campaign endorsed by over 130 local and international organisations to make 2007 the year of the Rights of Displaced People. We applaud this effort led by UNHCR and wholeheartedly endorse this initiative and call on States to support this important initiative both politically and financially. 

While the government in Colombia deserves credit for recognising its responsibility towards the protection of IDPs under international law, and for its apparent willingness on a high level to work with UNHCR and civil society institutions to address the issue, the scope and size of the conflict and the political sensitivities it brings are making this task a gargantuan one and the response on the ground is far from sufficient. The gap between the existing law and implementation has been acknowledged by the Colombian Constitutional Court and the Representative of the UN Secretary-General on the Human Rights of Internally Displaced Persons. There remains a steep task ahead to overcome this gap, allow broad access for IDPs to the benefits specified under the law enacted to protect them, and ensure that all entities within the government follow the same direction. Working together with the Colombian authorities and civil society organisations to implement Law 387 of 1997 and the Constitutional Court’s sentence T-025 of 2004, through its inclusion in national and local Development Plans 2007-11, is a great opportunity in this respect.

Today, an estimated 4 per cent of the total population in Columbia are registered IDPs, with many more on the move who are invisible to the international community. Urbanisation of the Colombian displacement problem continues. Urban slums are growing by the day, as these are the places where those fleeing persecution and fearing abduction, rape, extortion or forced recruitment into paramilitary force(s) can “blend in” and disappear. Hundreds of thousands continue to live without access to housing, education, health, or employment. The Justice and Peace Law 975 of 2005, enacted to facilitate demobilisation of paramilitary groups, recognises of the right to truth, justice, and reparation for the victims of paramilitary abuses. As such, the law opens up possible resettlements and returns for some of Colombia’s IDPs. It is of great importance that UNHCR advocates for these opportunities to become reality in coming years. 

We urge UNHCR, in its dialogue with the Colombian government and the international community, to allow more direct humanitarian aid to be provided directly by international actors (UN, NGO, etc.) until the Colombian government has developed sufficient capacity to fulfill its legal obligations to IDPs.  

The situation in Ecuador with respect to Colombian refugees remains dire. Some estimates indicate that as many as 400,000 Colombian refugees now live in Ecuador. The border with Colombia is rather porous; people move back and forth, following the movement of the troops or the fumigation schedule. This fact makes it increasingly difficult for governments, the international community, and NGOs to deliver aid to those who need it. To complicate matters further, irregular armed groups also cross the borders and are active throughout the communities to which refugees flee. In fear of abduction, rape, extortion, and forced recruitment, many Colombian refugees in Ecuador choose to join the ranks of “invisible refugees.”  Particularly vulnerable are women-headed households because of gender bias and their nationality. We urge the international community represented here to work closely with the Government of Ecuador to develop mechanisms to protect the victims of violence and trafficking.

The protection needs of Colombians in the region clearly remain high. The response of States in the region, and the international community as a whole, is far from adequate. The responsibility-sharing component of the international protection regime seems to have been forgotten by certain important players in the international arena, namely the United States (US). Despite the increasing need for responsibility-sharing in the Colombian context, the well-established refugee reception and placement programme in the US has only taken 131 refugees from Colombia in the 2006 financial year. In contrast, 3,141 Cubans were admitted to the US as refugees in the same period. This discrepancy is a direct result of the Material Support ban, which effectively prevents many of the victims of the internal armed conflict in Colombia from accessing this important tool of refugee protection. We thank UNHCR for its continued advocacy with the US government to change this unjust policy and urge the continuation of talks leading up to the positive resolution of this, we believe, unintended consequence of the broader security consideration. We remain further concerned that under laws enacted in the US in recent years, asylum-seekers in the US are routinely detained if they do not possess proper documentation and are often denied due process in pursuit of their claims. Haitian asylum-seekers continue to receive treatment that is particularly inequitable. We urge UNHCR to assert a monitoring function wherein its protection staff regularly observe and report on US practices toward asylum-seekers.

The Mexico Plan of Action (MPA) Chapter Three, Durable Solutions, recognises the phenomenon of the growing urban refugee population and the need to find ways to support local communities in their efforts to receive and absorb Colombians in need of protection. In this context, the MPA proposes the “Cities of Solidarity” and the “Borders of Solidarity” programmes to deal with these goals. There have been interesting discussions and low-scale projects around these programmes. However, this noble and innovative idea is yet to be further developed and implemented in the countries pertaining to the “Colombia situation”, which host large numbers of Colombian persons in need of international protection. Stronger, and more concrete, commitments from the international community are needed to ensure a successful outcome to the Mexico Plan of Action. 

At the same time, we recognise the generosity and openness demonstrated by States in the region when it comes to providing a broader space for international protection in the context of the implementation of the Mexico Plan of Action. The increased focus on human rights, adoption of national legislation to implement international refugee law, as well as the establishment of viable regional resettlement programmes through the “Solidarity Resettlement program” are efforts that the NGO community recognises and fully supports. We stand prepared to assist the Governments of Chile, Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, and others as they continue to strengthen their resettlement programmes, particularly in regards to the sustainability of local integration efforts for arriving refugees. 

With respect to Argentina, some NGOs note concern about how UNHCR policy is developed and/or translated in the field. UNHCR must maintain its first and central attention on the objective needs of refugees, and avoid policies being dominated by political trends.
Mr. Chairman,

In the Caribbean, the perpetual violence in Haiti continues to pose a major threat to peace and stability. While there has been no major outflow of Haitians following the elections last year, the conditions in Haiti have forced unknown numbers of people to leave their homes in search of safety in other parts of the country and abroad. Reports from the field indicate that in some communities in Haiti, one-third to one half of the population is internally displaced. Fearing lawlessness and violence, some families leave their homes at night and return during the day, while others seek sanctuary in clinics or churches. 

Those who manage to leave are frequently intercepted by the States in the region who carry on with their policies designed to prevent and deter any departures from Haiti and insist on deporting Haitians already in their territories. The NGO community is concerned with the apparent lack of access to due process and asylum for those Haitians intercepted while fleeing. These policies are in direct contradiction with the 1951 Convention and its 1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees.  

Asylum-seekers in the Dominican Republic are mostly treated as economic migrants instead of as people in need of protection.  In fact, only five refugee cases were recognised in the last two years.  According to the Dominican Republic government, ninety-nine percent of asylum applications are filed by Haitian nationals, but the most recent individuals granted refugee status were one Haitian, one Guatemalan, and one Russian. Hundreds of asylum cases are pending, though exact numbers are hard to come by, with figures ranging from 300 to almost 500 families.  

Since the inter-ministerial body that decides on asylum cases rarely meets, Haitian asylum applicants face insecurity in the Dominican Republic and are in constant fear of deportation.  Lack of status seriously affects their everyday life. Renewing an asylum application costs thousands of Dominican Pesos, ranging from 8,000 to 24,000 (USD $239-718).  

The deportees from the Dominican Republic and the United States, in particular, are clearly adding to the problem of internal displacement. At the same time, the infrastructure necessary for reception and re-integration of deportees in Haiti is not sufficient. The Government of Haiti, according to the UN Stabilisation Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH), lacks the capacity to address this issue and deportees are often left to fend for themselves, frequently falling pray to gangs, traffickers and various illicit groups. It has been noted that a number of these individuals have been detained under poor conditions.  

The number of deportees from Dominican Republic, which according to some reports reaches tens of thousands of individuals annually, makes it difficult to create conditions conducive to successful re-integration. In addition, families often become separated and individuals, including children, remain without a nationality years after the deportation. Moreover, there is no bilateral migration accord between Haiti and Dominican Republic, which makes the process of expulsion hap-hazard and unregulated. To add to the problem, UNHCR does not have an office in the Dominican Republic or Haiti to advise the governments on the status and protection needs of refugees and internally displaced persons.

Especially alarming is the plight of stateless persons in the Dominican Republic, particularly the large number of children. Reports indicate that 20-25 per cent of people who reside in the Dominican Republic are not documented.  Among them are up to one million Haitians. Within that group, and of most concern, is the large number of Dominican-Haitian children born in the Dominican Republic who cannot access their human right to a nationality, as addressed in the country’s constitution. UNHCR’s mandate on behalf of this group has been largely overlooked and must be reemphasised. 

We urge States in the region to: 1) recognise that meeting their common needs to document citizens, combat human trafficking, and meet labour needs would be best addressed in the context of meeting their international human rights obligations, a method known to prevent refugee flows; 2) support the Dominican Republic and Haiti in developing policies that ensure that the rights of refugees, stateless persons and their children are upheld; 3) permit, enable, and equip the good offices of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the agency with a mandate on behalf of refugees, IDPs, and stateless persons, to establish an active presence in the Dominican Republic and Haiti; 4) refrain from the forcible return of Haitian asylum-seekers and expedite full access to the refugee status determination process; 5) invest and participate in an effective regional refugee protection system and urge other states in the region to do the same.  

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
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