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Dispatches No. 278 – 19 April 2010

Dispatches is a fortnightly e-mail bulletin of the JRS International Office.
It features refugee news briefings, information from our people in the
field, policy issues, JRS vacancies and spiritual reflections.

REFUGEE NEWS BRIEFINGS

 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC): plan to withdraw
peacekeeping troops

South Africa: NGOs call for immigration, not asylum, reform

Ecuador: thousands of refugees receive ID cards

Haiti: poverty, the real earthquake

USA: Congress urged to support Afro-Colombian and indigenous
rights

International: landmine and cluster bomb survivors urge
government action

UPDATES ON JRS PROJECTS AND ACTIVITIES

 

Ethiopia: increased attention to women issue's

Democratic Republic of Congo: impunity fuels continuing violence

Europe: migrant destitution, a continent-wide problem

REFUGEE NEWS BRIEFINGS

DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF CONGO (DRC): PLAN TO WITHDRAW

PEACEKEEPING TROOPS

Rome, 5 April 2010 – A UN report proposed a plan for a three-year
phased withdrawal the peacekeeping force, MONUC. While the
Congolese government has urged the 22,000-strong UN-peacekeeping
force to leave in 2011 before the next national elections.

The UN technical
assessment mission
concluded that an
ongoing presence of
the MONUC force
was essential in the
Kivu and Orientale
provinces in the
east of the country.
The plan proposes
to focus on
providing training to
the national army.
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However, human rights organisations cite massacres, rape, looting and
other attacks on civilians in the eastern DRC, as well as the control by
former rebel groups of the mining of precious minerals.

According to the UN report, the national army still faces structural
weaknesses and lacks the capacity to protect citizens. In addition, the
UN General Secretary, Ban Ki-moon, described the army as "an
amalgamation of untrained former militia groups". Successive waves of
integration of armed rebel groups into the army have resulted in poor
loyalty, indiscipline, and disruptions in the chain of command, he added.
This situation is compounded by a lack of equipment, problems with
paying soldiers and a weak military justice system.

Nevertheless, most of the country is now relatively stable, the report
said, adding that the Congolese army and police would be in a position
to provide security in those areas.
 
The blue-helmeted peacekeepers, deployed throughout the DRC, have
maintained a UN presence since 1999 when a six-year war drew in
neighbouring countries and claimed an estimated five million lives.
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SOUTH AFRICA: NGOS CALL FOR IMMIGRATION, NOT ASYLUM,

REFORM

Johannesburg, 15 April 2010 – Briefing journalists last week, the home
office minister announced plans to overhaul the refugee determinations
procedure. In its press statement, the Consortium for Refugees and
Migrants in South Africa (CoRMSA), a network of NGOs including JRS,
described the statement as a misrepresentation of the source of the
problem.

According to Home
Affairs Minister
Nkosazana Dlamini-
Zuma, the lack of a
legal distinction
between refugees
and economic
migrants
encourages a
disproportionate
number of migrants
to seek asylum. This
undermines the
country's obligation
to provide

protection to refugees and penalising those fleeing persecution.

The problems, the CoRMSA statement continued, stem from the failure of
immigration law and policy to accommodate many economic migrants.
There is a clear distinction between a refugee and an economic migrant
in law.

The CoRMSA said the refugee system is being overwhelmed because
South Africa does not provide alternative paths to migration for many
economic migrants. The law needs to offer acceptable alternatives.

Later in the parliament, Minister Dlamini-Zuma spoke of the need to
consult with the various stakeholders in the coming months before
developing legislative proposals within the framework of South Africa's
international human rights obligations.

Asylum system failing refugees

A report released this week by the Forced Migration Studies Programme,
Protection and Pragmatism: Addressing Administrative Failures in South
Africa's Refugee Status Determination Decisions, highlighted serious
deficiencies in the status determination process. Consequently,
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individuals with valid asylum claims are being rejected and returned to
life threatening situations.

Despite the lack of capacity to process asylum cases, the government
stated that significant improvements have been made in the last 12
months. Decisions on applications for refugee status have accelerated.
In addition, waiting times for the issuance of visas to asylum seekers
have decreased from one week to one day. 

CoRMSA acknowledged the improvements but noted that some of these
changes have come at a high cost, severely sacrificing the quality of
status determination decisions. Reforming immigration law and policies
should enable the authorities to improve the quality of decision-making
in the status determination process.
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ECUADOR: THOUSANDS OF REFUGEES RECEIVE ID CARDS

Rome, 10 April 2010 – More than 27,000 Colombian refugees in remote
areas of northern Ecuador have received identity documents under a
recently completed year-long registration programme.

The Enhanced Registration Project was
established by the UN refugee agency
(UNHCR) and the Ecuadorean government to
reach Colombian refugees living in remote
areas. By using mobile registration teams,
the waiting period for a government decision
on asylum claims was reduced from several
months to one day. Recognised refugees
received a government document certifying
their status as refugees.

Under the innovative initiative that ended on
31 March, people whose cases required
further analysis received a provisional
document confirming their status as an
asylum seeker. Without such documentation,
refugees and asylum seekers lack essential
legal protection and access to assistance.

Targets not reached

According to UNHCR, this complex protection and logistical effort almost
doubled the number of registered refugees in Ecuador to more than
45,000, almost all of them Colombian. In addition, it provided a more
accurate picture of the number of Colombian refugees living in northern
Ecuador and their needs.

However, when the project began, the UNHCR and the Ecuadorian
government publicly expressed the target of reaching 50,000 more
refugees in the country. Moreover, according to UNHCR, there are
another 100,000 people in Ecuador who may be in need of international
protection.

Many refugees have been living in remote border areas of the north for
years, unable to access asylum procedures in urban areas either
because of lack of resources and information or because of fear.

Documentation makes a real difference in the lives of refugees, who can
use it to move freely in Ecuador and to gain access to health centres,
schools and other services. But this is just a first step and additional
efforts are needed to help the newly registered refugees integrate into
isolated host communities. The project aimed to reach the most
vulnerable, including children, women and older people.

top of page

HAITI: POVERTY, THE REAL EARTHQUAKE
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Port-au-Prince, 15 April 2010 – Three months after the 12-January
earthquake, members of the Inter-provincial Jesuit Committee in Haiti
(CIJH) and representatives from different provinces of the Society of
Jesus met to discuss the current situation in the country and plans for
reconstruction.

According to the
participants at the
meeting, the tragedy,
which "not only shook the
island but the world",
revealed Haiti's real
earthquake: poverty.

"The consequences of the
earthquake in Haiti, which
was 50 times less intense
than the one in Chile
shortly afterwards, were
not catastrophic because
of this natural
phenomenon, but because

of the context of the area in which it happened", JRS Latin America and
Caribbean Director, Alfredo Infante SJ, told the Jesuits at the meeting.

The Jesuit representatives agreed the disaster offered an excellent
opportunity for those working in social sector to support the rebirth of a
new Haiti. Reconstruction goes beyond the rebuilding of schools and
houses. Although these physical structures are important, the reform of
the country's political and socio-economic sectors, as well as the
strengthening of civil society organisations, is crucial.

Funds pledged

At the conference on aid efforts in Haiti, held at the UN headquarters in
New York, the international community pledged more than five billion US
dollars reconstruction efforts over the next two years in response to the
Haitian government reconstruction plan at the donor conference.

The amount exceeded by more than one billion US dollars the goal set
ahead of the conference. In all, countries, development banks and NGOs
pledged nearly 10 billion for Haiti in years to come. Under the yet to be
detailed plan, an Interim Haiti Reconstruction Commission would channel
nearly four billion US dollars into specific projects and programmes
during the next 18 months, with the remaining funds spread over the
next decade.
 
Just before the event, a network of Jesuit and civil society groups, the
Committee for Reflection and Action (CRAN), had expressed their
disappointment with the government proposal. According to CRAN, the
government proposal is hardly the result of a process of consultation of
all sectors of society and it does not present any concrete solutions for
real change.
 
During the initial phases of the Jesuit emergency response, education
was led by Fe y Alegria; the provision of food, tents and psychological
support by JRS; and research and social policy proposal on
reconstruction was led by the Jesuit Documentation Centre.
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USA: CONGRESS URGED TO SUPPORT AFRO-COLOMBIAN AND

INDIGENOUS RIGHTS

Washington DC, 13 April 2010 – More than 1,000 human rights, Afro-
Colombian, indigenous, religious and women's groups urged the US
Congress to give priority attention to the gross violence that displaced
minorities and women face in Colombia.

The Washington Office on Latin America
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(WOLA), supported by 50 US-based activists
and NGOs, including JRS, sent a letter to
Congress in favour of US House Resolution
1224, which supports measures in Colombia to
correct the systematic oppression and root
causes of violence that internally displaced
Afro-Colombians, indigenous peoples and
women suffer on a daily basis.

According to the WOLA statement, Afro-
Colombians and indigenous communities living
in resource rich areas coveted by economic
interests are disproportionately subject forced
displacement, harassment and death.
Currently, thirty-four indigenous groups are at
risk of physically disappearing and becoming
culturally extinct due in large part to violence
and internal displacement.

The letter comes just days after the 8-April massacre of eight Afro-
Colombian miners allegedly by paramilitary forces in northern Cauca,
Colombia. In addition, another eight indigenous Awá have been forcibly
disappeared and murdered by different armed groups since February
2010 in Tumaco and Barbacoas (Nariño) alone.

This resolution could affirm that Colombia's human rights record would
be taken into consideration as Congress deliberates about bilateral
relations with the country.

Increase in displacement and violence

Last year, 280,000 new persons were internally displaced. Despite US
aid to Colombia's justice and human rights sectors, rampant impunity in
cases of extrajudicial executions, forced disappearances, sexual violence
against women and death threats continue to create further
displacement.

Moreover, in 2009, Colombia's Constitutional Court took the bold step of
acting to protect the rights of victims of displacement, issuing orders
obliging the authorities to rectify the situation. However, the Colombian
government has failed to enact the Court's orders.

More than four million persons are internally displaced in Colombia, and
many others seek safety in neighbouring countries.
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INTERNATIONAL: LANDMINE AND CLUSTER BOMB SURVIVORS

URGE GOVERNMENT ACTION

Vienna, 8 April 2010 – Landmine and cluster munition survivors
worldwide still lack access to services that would fulfil their most basic
human rights, said the International Campaign to Ban Landmines (ICBL)
and the Cluster Munition Coalition (CMC) in a joint statement.

The statement was
issued before a
conference, attended
by governments, UN
officials, victim
assistance experts,
survivors and civil
society advocates,
reviewing
governments'
commitment to the
survivors of landmines
and cluster bombs. The
Vienna Expert
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Conference on Victim
Assistance was hosted
by the Austrian

government, which has demonstrated leadership on the issue for years.

The conference followed the publication of the report, Voices from the
Ground – Landmine and Explosive Remnants of War Survivors Speak out
on Victim Assistance, issued in September 2009 by Handicap
International with support from the ICBL and the Austrian government.
The report highlighted that governments around the world are not living
up to their promises to treat and reintegrate survivors into society.
 
As JRS staff know only to well, particularly in JRS Cambodia where the
team is particularly active in the campaign, landmine and cluster bomb
survivors suffer not only from their injuries, but also from extreme
poverty. The types of injuries caused by these weapons, in the absence
of government assistance, prevent them from contributing to their
communities. Long-term support for them should be a priority in
development and poverty reduction plans.

According to the ICBL and the CMC, support should include physical
access to the workplace, vocational training, and grassroots economic
empowerment projects that effectively change the day-to-day lives of
survivors. The question is not only how much money is spent, but how
well it is spent. Listening to survivors will help direct money where it is
really needed.

100-day countdown

On 23 April, the CMC will launch a 100-day countdown leading up to the
entry into force of the Convention on Cluster Munitions on 1 August. The
objective is to put pressure on non-signatory states to sign the
convention.

CMC urged its member to begin thinking of innovative ways, letters to
foreign ministers, embassy visits, media work and public actions, to
encourage states to sign this latest convention, which sets high
standards and builds on lessons learned from 10 years of Mine Ban
Treaty implementation.

On 7 April, JRS Cambodia urged other JRS offices and partners groups
and organisations to participate in the 100-day events. Sr Denise
Coghlan, veteran anti-landmine campaigner and JRS Cambodia Director,
suggested to groups how they can get involved.

"Interested groups can organise prayers or a ceremony at the local
church, temple or mosque or garden. Invite your friends to come along
and dance to the drums and other instruments. Invite the media, take
photos and videos and send them to the CMC", Sr Coghlan said

For further information on the 100-day campaign, see the CMC website.
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UPDATES ON JRS PROJECTS AND ACTIVITIES

ETHIOPIA: INCREASED ATTENTION TO WOMEN ISSUE'S

Addis Ababa, 14 April 2009 – Despite a budget reduction of 25 percent
to projects in the capital, number of activities directed towards women's
issues has increased in the last 12 months.

This year JRS plans
to increase the
number of girls and
women served by
its projects,
empowering
refugees to meet
the challenges
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the challenges
facing their
communities. In
spite of a reduction
of 33 percent in the
number of refugees
served by the
Refugee Community
Centre, JRS plans to
increase the enrolment of women enrolled at the centre from 35 to 45
percent, including a 10 percent increase in women and girl students
completing 6-month English literacy lessons.

The role of men in gender equality

In 2010, JRS plans to increase by 33 percent the number of beneficiaries
of its workshops on HIV/AIDS, sexual- and gender-based violence
(SGBV) and other topics on reproductive health. These workshops are
attended by both men and women of various age groups. 

JRS will continue to offer counselling services to young girls and women
survivors of sexual violence. In addition, more than 20 young
adolescents, 15 of which are male, will receive counselling services on
sexuality, anti-social behaviour and substance abuse.

Recreational activities, library and internet services are open for
documented urban refugees, as well as asylum seekers, with particular
focus on children, adolescents, women and girls, refugees with
disabilities and those with particular protection-related issues. This year,
JRS plans to assist more than 2,800 individuals with emergency
assistance, two thirds being women and girls.

JRS also organises a series of other public awareness raising activities
at JRS Refugee Community Centre. For instance, approximately a month
ago, more than 350 refugees Ababa attended a JRS-event to mark
International Women's Day and draw attention to the plight of women.
 
Refugees are directly involved in JRS project planning; they participate
actively in participatory assessment, project evaluation, in sharing ideas
and decision making through membership of representative groups,
such the Urban Refugee Committee, Refugee Women's Association and
JRS Youth Association.

Nearly half of people uprooted by conflict are women and girls.
Inequality between women and men, and discrimination on the basis of
sex, including sexual violence, occurs during all stages of the
displacement cycle. Moreover, difficulties accessing and enjoying rights
are likely to worsen during displacement leading to even greater
inequality.
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DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF CONGO: IMPUNITY FUELS

CONTINUING VIOLENCE

Rome, 14 April 2010 – Years of poor governance and the arbitrary use of
the state for personal gain have left deep scars on the Congolese
society. A culture of impunity exists. Crimes of murder, rape, and robbery
frequently go unpunished.

These are the
conclusions drawn
by Nicolas
Dorronsoro after a
year working as a
project director for
JRS in Goma city in
the east of the DRC.
While in Goma, Mr
Dorronsoro
interviewed NGO
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staff, members of
the local Church,
and forcibly
displaced persons
living the camps in
Goma.

In March, Nicolas Dorronsoro, who worked for JRS between 2002 and
2009, both in Burundi and Liberia, published these interviews on his
new website, www.pescandoenriorevuelto.com, seeking to raise
awareness of the terrible crimes committed in the country. Although the
camps have closed, the drama of violence continues in the east of the
country.

Violence perpetuated by illegal trade 

On one section of the website, the airplanes, Mr Dorronsoro makes
reference to the large number of small planes constantly flying in and
out of Goma, full with the precious minerals, such as cassiterite and
coltan. These minerals are subsequently used in the production of
mobile phones and laptops. The dealers, frequently associated with
illegally armed groups and the national army, sell them on to
multinationals, fuelling lawlessness and conflict.

"Many people use their power or economic influence to get what they
want. That's how it works", explains interviewee Fr Mario Pérez, a
Salesian priest who manages the Don Bosco Centre – Ngangi, a
prominent institution assisting minors in the Goma city.

"The situation nowadays regarding massacres and [other] war crimes is
one of an incredible degree of impunity. Even the military say it: 'There is
a God, and after God there's us'. 'We decide over the life or the death of
people'," Fr Pérez adds.

The only solution to this illegal trade, Mr Dorronsoro suggests, would be
to establish a system certifying the origin of the minerals. However, this
business is too profitable and the government does nothing to stop it.
As long as the political attitude towards impunity continues, there will be
no end to the illegal trade of minerals or the consequent violence.

The conflict in the DRC has caused approximately five million deaths,
more than any other since World War II. Although the war has officially
ended, violence persists. This violence, which caused the displacement
of more than 700,000 people last year in North Kivu, is a direct result of
the illegal trade of minerals in the area.

Although the website is presently only available in Spanish, it will soon
be available in English, followed by French and Italian.
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EUROPE: MIGRANT DESTITUTION, A CONTINENT-WIDE PROBLEM

Rome, 6 April 2010 – The closure of accommodation centres for
unsuccessful asylum in Netherlands has made some 50% of this group
homeless. However, according to the JRS report released last month,
Living in Limbo: Forced Migrant Destitution in Europe, this is becoming a
trend throughout the continent.

People whose claims for refugee status in the
Netherlands have been finally rejected are no longer
allowed to live in local government-funded
accommodation. Instead they must cooperate with
their return to their country of origin.

In the JRS report covering 10 European countries, it is
not just undocumented migrants who face problems,
asylum seekers and refugees are also falling through
the gaps.
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Take the case of Abdul Zulfacar (not his real name),
an Afghani who applied for asylum in Ireland.

Suffering depression and post-traumatic stress disorder, brought on by
his experiences in Afghanistan, Abdul was removed from two direct
provision centres after accusations of violence. Denied support from the
state, Abdul found himself destitute.

The JRS Italy annual report, released on 9 April, highlights that the 35
percent decrease in asylum applications in the country has been
accompanied by a similar increase in the number of migrants and
refugees seeking food at the organisation's soup kitchen. According to
the JRS Italy Director, Fr Giovanni La Manna, staff are seeing many
people, who they had thought were self-sufficient, coming back.

But Dutch councils act

Unofficial estimates put the number of Somalis evicted from Dutch
hostels last year at 2,000. This has put enormous pressure on private
charities. In response, some local councils are considering reopening
their emergency accommodation for failed asylum seekers because of
the rise in homeless would-be refugees on the streets.
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DONATIONS
   This service of Dispatches is sent to you free of charge. If you wish to
collaborate with our work,you are welcome to send us a donation.

• Donations by cheque should be made payable to
   Jesuit Refugee Service

• For bank transfers to JRS International in Rome:

Bank:

Account name:
Account numbers:

Banca Popolare di Sondrio, Roma (Italy), Ag. 12
  ABI: 05696 - CAB: 03212 - SWIFT: POSOIT22
JRS
for Euros: 3410/05
     IBAN: IT86 Y056 9603 2120 0000 3410 X05
for US dollars: VAR 3410/05
     IBAN: IT97 0056 9603 212V ARUS 0003 410
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RECRUITMENT UPDATE
   Click here to see the recruitment page.
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