PAGE  
1

Migration through the Eyes of Young People

Panel on the Occasion of International Migrants Day

United Nations Headquarters, New York 

18 December 2009

Sponsored by United Nations Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR)

Speakers: 

Ms. Berenice Cordero, Social Policy Specialist with UNICEF Ecuador

H.E. Ambassador Claude Heller, Permanent Representative of Mexico to the UN

Dr. Francisco Rodríguez, Senior Policy Advisor and Head of the research team of the Human 

Development Report Office

Dr. Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco, Member of the School of Social Science, Institute for Advanced 

Study at Princeton, and Courtney Sale Ross University Professor of Globalization and Education at New York University 

Dr. Jordi Torrent, Project Manager of Media Literacy Education Initiatives of the UN Alliance 

for Civilizations

Ms. Sylvia Wong, Technical Specialist on Adolescents and Youth as the UN Population Fund 

Moderator: Ms. Anke Strauss, Liaison Officer at the Office of the IOM Permanent Observer to 
the UN 


As a forward to this report, I will incorporate a message from Secretary General Ban Ki-moon regarding Tenth International Migrants’ Day. Recognizing the importance and breadth of migration and migrants’ pursuit of a better life, the Secretary General did not overlook the vulnerability of migrants. Discrimination, exploitation, abuse, hate crimes, and harassment are violations that migrants continue to endure. In addition, migrants are often blamed for national economic and political crises. Given the context of the global financial crisis, Ban Ki-moon’s message reminds us that xenophobic and discriminatory attitudes toward migrants have intensified. He states, however, that migration is a part of the long-term solution to the global economic crisis and urges all states to ratify the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (ICMW). Holding governments accountable was also a key directive in Ban Ki-moon’s message, in that it is the state’s obligation to protect the human rights of migrants and to emphasize their positive economic, social, and cultural contributions to their host countries.  


The title of this Panel is misleading. Young people, that is, anyone under the age of 18, were not among the speakers. Perhaps the occasion would be more accurately depicted with the title, “Migration Through the Mouths of Adult Experts.” Data were presented pertaining to the effects of migration on children and youth, however, their voices were completely absent from this event. 


Speaking about the Global Forum on Migration and Development, which Mexico is hosting in 2010, Mr. Claude Heller stressed the importance of the shared responsibility destination countries and countries of origin have in promoting and securing the human rights of all migrants. There must be a solid partnership established between sending and receiving countries. In addition to national governments, all stakeholders must be involved in establishing the partnership between international migration and development. Positioning human rights at the fore is critical and should not be relegated as a second or third tier issue. The permanent representative of Mexico reminded the audience that there exists a human face for migrant workers, not a mere collection of data, facts, and statistics. Heller stressed the importance of analyzing the impact of migration in countries of destination. He gave the example of the recent swine flu epidemic. Migrants from Mexico were blamed for spreading the flu, which is a perfect example of the promulgation of xenophobic attitudes toward migrants that Ban Ki-moon mentioned. The criminalization of migrants from Mexico in the U.S. increased as a result of the media and their influence on attitudes and policies. Migrants were a scapegoat for the swine flu. Regardless of the crisis, migrants are very easily blamed. Heller concluded by stating that criminalization of migrants is an imperative that all governments and the UN system must work together to end.


Professor Marcelo Suarez-Orozco, providing a theoretical and historical context for immigration, recounted that, “we live in a world on the move” and migration is part of the human experience; it is fundamental to being human, now and forever. The journey began 60,000 years ago in the African Savannah and it is written in our neo-cortex. Currently, 25 million people are migrants and this number will grow to 200 million by the mid 21st century. Because of the increasing growth of inequality worldwide (the average wage differential is 7,000 USD), we are forced to change our social practices and cultural models. Adaptation is one of the most powerful factors of global migration and humans are becoming more and more capable of adapting smoothly and efficiently, regardless of the separation from family and the context in which they have landed. Invoking Sigmund Freud, Professor Suarez-Orozco used the great psychologist’s adage that “love and work” is the formula for a happy life.


Well over 500 million youth are children of migrants. Many children are strangers at home, and abroad. Two million undocumented children wake up everyday to go to school without having the legal right to be there. Four million children go to school and don’t know what will happen when they get home because their parents are undocumented. There are severe impacts on children’s long-term education, as well as increased risks of depression and permanent psychological damage. Very few families reunify in a short time, usually it takes a few years to reunify – if the reunification takes place in the country of destination, yet the social cohesion and family structure have already been undermined. The global agenda needs to move beyond superficial terms and examine the profound impact migration has on children, the Professor stressed. 


If global migratory patterns are the macro level, the family is the mezzo, and the individual is at the micro level of migration. When individuals leave their family, they maintain their presence by not being there via remittances; however separations and reunifications define the immigrant experience. In Latin America, an average of four family members depend on remittances, and typically from a family member in the US. Last year alone, 350 billion USD were remitted to the developing world. The remittance rate has slowed but remains proportionally much higher than any other form of aid. Professor Suarez-Orozco claimed that remittances are the main source of poverty reduction in the developing world. 


Ms. Sylvia Wong, the Technical Specialist for Adolescents and Youth at the UN Population Fund gave a detailed demographic description of young people and migration. Some of the facts she relayed are that young people, ages 15-30 represent the largest proportion of migrants, however this age range is steadily getting younger. Tens of thousands of adolescents risk their lives and cross borders without legal documents, in search of temporary or permanent work, as there are virtually no income generating opportunities in their home countries. Also, many of these young people migrate to reunify with family members who have already established lives in the country of destination. Escaping conflict, natural disasters, violence, and persecution are among the other varying reasons young people migrate. Wong reminded the audience that arranged and forced marriages, in which young women are primarily implicated, cannot be forgotten in policymaking regarding protecting migrants. In addition to migrating for the stated reasons, Ms. Wong pointed out that approximately 1.2 million children are trafficked every year. The intersection of forced migration and trafficking has differing implications than families and individuals who migrate through their own volition. People who are trafficked usually end up in bonded labor and are physically and sexually enslaved and exploited. This is an area that needs dire attention and must be addressed at the state level.  


Changing the course of the discussion, Ms. Wong launched into the positive aspects of migration. This was a welcome change, as the atmosphere in the room was deeply entrenched in the human rights violations against migrants and the vast array of difficulties facing migrants around the world. Thus, it was easy to forget that migration has numerous positive factors and contributes to development on the micro, mezzo, and macro levels. Some of the benefits of youth migration include building resilience, resourcefulness, and perseverance. Young immigrants are very ambitious and seek out ways in which to invest their time, knowledge, and skills. They easily adapt to new situations and are eager to learn. Alleviating poverty in developing countries is, as Professor Suarez-Orozco mentioned, a vital aspect of migration. Ms. Wong told of the importance migration has on young women who become heads of households if their male partners migrate as this helps women become more confident and invest in the health of their children. Concluding her comments, Ms. Wong suggested that receiving countries should invest in young immigrants and also establish human rights practices and ways in which to actively promote migrants’ rights. 


 A delegate from Bangladesh, who was not part of the panel but was a member of the audience, brought to attention the intersection of climate change and forced migration. He said that in Bangladesh and the Maldives, 30 to 60 million people will be affected by climate change and will be forced to leave their homes. According to the Bangladeshi delegate, the most recent number of international migrants is 214 million, that is, people living in another country from where they were born. This number includes refugees and those who moved for climate change reasons. He said this figure is likely to grow and we must rethink the long-term integration of immigrants, such as best practices for immigrant children – schooling, health, and transitions to the labor market. The delegate pointed to a few examples to illustrate the urgency in his statements. There are more doctors from Ghana practicing in New York then there are total doctors in Ghana. People from the Philippines make up a huge proportion of human capital in hospitals in the US yet they live in the shadows as we have no quality data about them. Last year the US deported 1.3 million people. Children often do not enter the school system because they become laborers. Keeping girls in school is critical, there are high rates of returning home if girls go to school, they can build up their countries’ social and economic development.


The next speaker, Dr. Francisco Rodriguez, the head of research at the Human Development Report Office at UN Development Programme, spoke of human mobility and development as freedom. Dr. Rodriguez stated that migration is not just about the instrumental effect of movement, but it should also include improvements in health and education. The choice a family or an individual makes as to where they reside, is in itself an expression of freedom. Mobility is the key word; when people are effectively free to decide where to live, they are exercising freedom. However, movement is the most difficult and costly for people who are the poorest in the developing nations. 


Dr. Rodriguez pointed to some data regarding migration. According to the human development index (HDI), Baja California, the northernmost part of Mexico, has a lower HDI than the southernmost town in Texas, a region with the lowest HDI in the US. Despite this fact, the notion that people are only migrating from developing to highly industrialized countries is not entirely true, as there are 740 million internal migrants around the world. Destination countries feel that migration does not benefit their economies, but this is inaccurate. As Dr. Rodriguez pointed out, migrants’ effect on labor markets has been positive, immigrants complement – they do not substitute – domestic labor, they enable native-born families to move forward.



Dr. Rodriguez outlined a series of policy recommendations aimed at state governments to liberalize migration channels, concentrate on low-skilled workers to solve demographic problems, ensure basic rights for migrants, advocate for the ratification of the ICMW, (without depending solely on this Convention), reduce the transaction costs, (in many countries passport fees which are more than 10 percent of the average income in the nation), enable benefits for internal mobility, and to make mobility an integral part of development studies.


Ms. Berenice Cordero, the Social Policy Specialist at the UNICEF Ecuador Office, spoke of the social costs of children left behind by parents who have migrated, with particular emphasis on Ecuador. A middle-income country, Ecuador produces and exports oil, bananas, and flowers but the second largest source of it GDP are from remittances. In 2009, remittances totaled 3 million USD and 1 million families receive 117 USD per month from remittances. The late 1990s Ecuador had a massive financial crisis that broke the economy and there was a mass exodus and almost 3 million Ecuadorians were living abroad, primarily in Spain, Italy, Germany, and the UK. Now, people from Peru and Colombia are entering Ecuador, and thus it exemplifies the inter-regional migration to which Dr. Rodriguez referenced. Approximately 300,000 Ecuadorians are affected by migration. 


A study was conducted in Ecuador among children left behind, and the results show that there are increasing social risks, including the separation of family members and family rupture has significant psychosocial costs on children; there are detrimental emotional impacts and greater vulnerability to abuse and violence. Children stay with their siblings (who are often the same age) or grandparents however they miss the presence, the physical contact, the direct communication with parents. Children feel sad when their parents are abroad, but they recognize that the economic situation is better and most children want to repeat the migration pattern of the father and mother. Ms. Cordero urged us to consider the opinions of children and adolescents left behind. She also stressed that we need more research from the peoples’ point of view, rather than only focusing on the economic perspective. Children had no voice, they were not asked if they were comfortable with their mother and/or father leaving; their opinion was not considered, Ms. Cordero noted. Of the children left behind, 60 percent have not seen their parents in 8 years.


Ms. Cordero listed important changes that policymakers should prioritize: reunifying families, developing legalization processes for migrants, innovating social protection policies, and creating support systems that tend to the psychosocial and emotional well-being of children. 


The final speaker, Mr. Jordi Torrent from the UN Alliance of Civilization, described a dynamic, creative, and interesting way in which immigrant youth are constructing their identities and experiences through media. The project is called Plural +, an initiative of the UN Secretary General, and its participants work to bridge gaps and reduce tensions across different cultures through four areas: youth, media, education, and migration. Reducing polarization and promoting dialogue within local and international communities is the aim of Plural +. Media is used as a platform for empowerment, self-reflection, identity development, self-representation, and public perception. The creators of the project recognized that media creates knowledge and shapes perceptions, therefore they were faced with the challenges of questioning media biases and false representation of immigrants. Ultimately, if there is no distribution of the messages then the work is moot thus Plural + disseminates these methods of communication. 

