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Madame Chairman, Distinguished Members of the Committee on Juridical and Political Affairs of the Organization of American States, 

It is a great honor for me to stand before you today and share a few comments on the situation of the Rights of Migrant Workers and their families, and on the work of the International Organization for Migration (IOM) in this field. On behalf of IOM, I would like to pledge our continued support in ensuring the preservation of the rights of migrants, and our commitment to continue working jointly with regional organizations such as the OAS in keeping the issue of migrant rights high on the international agenda.   

Madame Chairman, as never before, we experience the urgency of an overall response to the complex issues posed by international migration, a response that needs to encompass both the underlying factors as well as its human consequences. The high numbers of displaced persons in Colombia; the aftermath of the earthquakes in El Salvador reminds all of us that the effective protection of rights is an everyday challenge that we need to address in a spirit of regional cooperation and international burden sharing.  

During the past decade, there has been a growing awareness of the traditional hardships faced by migrants.  Unfortunately, effective protection of the most basic human rights of migrants is still all too frequently not available. As the only intergovernmental, international organization with the primary purpose of working toward more effective migration management, IOM recognizes its responsibility to act with all partners to assist migrants to attain effective respect for their human dignity and well being.             

In 1995, IOM Member States adopted a landmark resolution affirming that “IOM, committed to the principle that humane and orderly migration benefits migrants and society, acts …to work toward effective respect of the human dignity and well being of migrants”. While IOM has no legal protection mandate, through its de facto protection role it can contribute to ensure the protection of basic human rights of migrants. IOM is not a supervisory or a monitoring body of the application of international norms, but it endeavors to promote a more dignified, orderly and humane migration system through its actions and programs.

This commitment to the principle of orderly migration, Madame Chairman, means in practical terms that we attempt through our programs to always treat migrants in a humane and dignified way. In our activities we seek to build from a foundation on the principles and guidelines of international law, with its own provision for human rights. All IOM movements are carried out on a voluntary basis, respectful of a migrant’s right to choose to participate.  We promote these same principles with migration authorities and border officials. We advocate that these provisions be inserted into national legislation.  Thus, IOM assistance, in the broadest sense, seeks to protect a migrant's rights.  

For the past few years, one of IOM’s growing preoccupations has concerned the trafficking of migrants. Trafficking is one of the worst forms of abuse that a migrant can suffer.  It is estimated that yearly some 700,000 women and children worldwide are caught up in trafficking networks from which there is little or no escape. Trafficking is growing in scale and complexity, and more needs to be done – especially in the region of the Americas.  What little research has been conducted has shown that we are still only touching the tip of the iceberg. The trends are clear.  Trafficking routes and networks exist throughout the Americas and the Caribbean. It is becoming more commonly known that street children are the first prey for a burgeoning sex industry. We find ample evidence of the industry right here in the Washington area as well. 

This new slave trade has become a global business generating billions of dollars for organized criminal networks. In the Americas, as in many other parts of the world, traffickers profit from lax sanctions, insufficient countermeasures and a lack of awareness on the part of potential migrants.   Many victims of trafficking are misled about what awaits them.    Even those who know what they are getting into may take the risk because they believe their living conditions and prospects of legal migration are so poor that they have little to lose. Trafficking of humans is one of the worst examples of withholding the rights of migrants.

To address this issue, IOM will continue its efforts to inform potential victims and to protect and assist those who have fallen prey to traffickers. But much more needs to be done to assist the ever-increasing numbers, especially of women from Central and South America, who are not always treated as victims and often find themselves re-victimized as they face deportation. 

IOM currently has some 60 counter-trafficking programs worldwide.  These projects include information campaigns, direct protection and assistance to victims, research and technical cooperation to help governments deal with the problem. This year (2001), we expect to initiate subregional activities in the cluster of Andean countries (Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela) and the cluster of Central American countries (Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama) as well as ones in the Caribbean and Puerto Rico. Plans for IOM to engage on the issue further within the United States of America itself are also underway.

According to the IOM World Migration Report 2000
, international migration is becoming increasingly feminized, with women making up almost 50% of the estimated 150 million international migrants worldwide. With more and more mothers and daughters travelling independently or preceding their families in the migration process, the risk of falling prey to traffickers can only increase. Accordingly, IOM programs are particularly trying to address the growing concern of migrant women’s rights.  Women – like men -- contribute in significant ways to their countries development by sending remittances home. They are also a rich asset to their host communities. Despite this, migrant women are still considered in many countries to be second class citizens, or worse; their needs, aspirations and accomplishments remain widely ignored.  Migrant women all too often continue to suffer abuse. Frequently they face various forms of discrimination because they belong to a particular race, color or religion or simply because they are women. The Director for the US Government Department of Labor’s Women’s Bureau recently and correctly stated the women’s situation extends as well to family and human rights concerns
. IOM, particularly seized with both women and family aspects of migrant rights, accordingly works towards building appropriate support services to address them in our programs.

Safeguarding migrant workers – both men and women – requires more than simply new conventions or better technology.  We already have at our disposal a rather sophisticated set of treaties that define and protect migrants on paper. But, as the famous saying goes, faith without works is dead. To paraphrase, treaties without enforcement are often useless. The last thing we want is for people to stop focusing on actually dealing with the problem, being content with just the agreement itself. Yes, we need the legal instruments but also the means to implement them.

One existing instrument is the UN Convention on the Protection of the Rights of all Migrant Workers and their Families, adopted by the UN General Assembly in December 1990.  The Convention incorporates in one single instrument all the rights of migrants, be they civil, economic, political, social, cultural, or labor related.  It explicitly extends the benefit of some of its provision to all migrants, including those persons who find themselves in an irregular situation.  Amongst its text, the Convention recognizes, inter-alia, the rights to all migrant workers, whatever their legal status may be to leave and reenter their State of origin (art 8); the right to life (art 9); prohibition of degrading treatment (art 19), slavery or servitude as well as forced or compulsory labor (art 11). It further includes passages on liberty and security of the person (art 16) and the right to equality with nationals before the courts (art 18). Finally the convention prohibits measures of collective expulsion (art 22).

These and other rights will constitute, once the Convention comes into force, a significant development in the protection of all migrants. Many of them are already now part of customary international law.  IOM has been a member of the international steering committee for the ratification of the International Convention on the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families since 1998. As of today, seven States in the Americas have signed the Convention
. Twenty signatories will be needed for it to formally take effect.  We at IOM look forward to establishing partnerships with interested organizations such as the OAS in creating further momentum for broader ratification of the Convention in the Americas and the Caribbean.

It’s ironic that xenophobic sentiments against migrant workers yet abound.  Migrants often remain a scapegoat for unemployment, crime and other domestic ills.  Yet, at the same moment, migration is recognized as a permanent feature of human history and migrant workers are viewed as a positive force for social and economic development.    In the United States, according to interpretations of the most recent government census, Hispanics are now the majority “minority” in the US. The linking of the Americas through migration accordingly couldn’t be made more clearly. At IOM, we obviously see the strong value of orderly migration and migrant workers.  We equally see opportunity, prosperity and development.  And we hold fast to one overarching belief ‑‑ when the migration process is humane and orderly, it is most constructive for both society and the individual concerned.  

Madame Chairman, Distinguished Delegates, 

In recent years, regional fora have also become an effective way of addressing broader approaches to migration management.  The Regional Conference on Migration, also known as the Puebla Process, has become a model of its kind and IOM fully participates in and supports this effort. The ten countries of Central America and North America, which in 1996 created the Process, have put the protection of migrant rights squarely on their agenda and pledged to “condemn violations of human rights of migrants, irrespective of their immigration status and to strive to eliminate such violations”. A Plan of Action was adopted one year later at the Vice Ministerial Meeting on Migration in March 1997 in Panama. The Plan of Action emphasized review of the migration policies of the countries involved, actions aimed at combating migrant trafficking, and promotion of the human rights of all migrants. As part of this latter component, a migrants' rights seminar was sponsored by the United States Government with support from IOM in Washington, D.C. in 1998.  The seminar focused on three areas: access to detained migrants, education for migrant children, and emergency health care.   Through a questionnaire, each government was asked to provide a detailed account of their national laws dealing with various rights accorded to migrants in their respective countries.   Participants included governments involved in the Puebla Process, NGOs from the region and, of course, IOM. 

Another initiative launched by the Central American states participating in the Puebla Process concerns the strengthening of consular protection for migrants and migrant workers.  This initiative is meant to foster the right of every foreign national to communicate with and receive advice from a consular officer from his or her own state ‑ regardless of immigration status.  Ensuring that migrants and consular officers are fully aware of this right through information campaigns and training programs will be one of IOM's expected contributions to this initiative.  IOM would be interested in exploring cooperative ventures with the OAS to carry out training seminars and other activities to reinforce the capacity for consular protection to migrants, as decided by the Regional Conference on Migration.   

In July 1999, nine South American States attended the South American Meeting on Migration, Integration and Development, where IOM served as Technical Secretariat. All attendees signed a document known as the Lima Declaration which specifically states a recognition of ‘respect for the human rights of migrants’ constituting a basic point of concern for signing States. Similar to our involvement in Puebla Process follow-up, IOM views the Lima Declaration as a very important platform to move forward from in strengthening our response to appropriately ensure the application of migrant rights.  

Finally, Madame Chairman, I would like to conclude with a number of considerations of particular interest to IOM which could further improve the situation of migrant workers: 

Expand training programs for migration field officials to include codes of conduct and standards in the treatment of migrants. This initiative would also encourage officials to improve working relationships with Consular Officers. 


Facilitate dialogue between NGO and government counterparts to analyze regulations affecting migrants and to encourage cooperation to reduce migrant abuse. Cooperation with NGOs is particularly important, since they are often the most direct link with migrants and are continually attentive to their problems and needs.  It is for this reason that NGOs and IOM have set up a consultative working group not only to exchange information on the concerns and policy of each partner but also to identify other possible areas of cooperation.

Provide information to migrants at major transit points, outlining their rights and responsibilities, and providing contact persons from whom they can seek assistance.    At the same time, it would be necessary to distribute information to communities receiving migrants to promote their understanding and acceptance.

Madame Chairman,

IOM’s presence here today is, I trust, an affirmation of our commitment to work with all concerned parties ‑ including the migrant workers themselves – to further respect for their dignity, well-being and human rights.

Thank you.
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� The IOM World Migration Report is available through the IOM Web Site (http://www.iom.int).


� Irasema Garza, Director USG DoL Women’s Bureau in the Women in the Americas Forum, The White House, 15 March 2001.


� Through February 2001, the Convention has been signed by the following seven America States: Colombia, Mexico, Bolivia, Uruguay, Chile, Guatemala and Paraguay.






