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The Situation of Refugees in Central Ameriza

BEzadetrs of these Kefugee Reports will recall Zssues Hos. 43 and 44
which contairced accounts by Genevidve Camus Jacguea of her visits
to Honduras end Puerto Rice in December 1381. Once again, from
April 22 = May 17, 1982, Mrs. Camus Jacques wvisited the area in
order to prepate a supplementary report on the rapidly-groving
refugee situations in four otheér Central American countries where
refugees from El Salvador and, 1n certain ceses, also Guatemala
are found: Mexico, Costa Rica, Panama end Nicaragua.

The trip onm which Krs. Camus Jacques' report is based was undercaken
at the reguest of the Refugee Service of the World Counecil of
Churches. Mrs. Camus Jacqies ‘algd pregedted her report to a Central
America ecnsultation undet WCC JauBpicesl Bhat took place in Geneva
ghottly after her return, RS il B 0

Before discussing in detaill the asituwation of refugees in the Iour
countries visited by the WCC Mission between April 22-Kay 17, 1982,
wi shall £irst try to indicate a few basic features of the presect
ttate of affaire whieh have certain implications for all the
fnstitutions which are striving to give practical proof of their
sclidarity with the chousands of men, women and children driven
from their homes by persecutiomn, fear and hunger.

Lo FROM INDIVIDUJAL EXILE TO MARS EXODUS

As a large-scale social and pelitical problem, the question of
refugees and displaced persona resulting Irom man-made digsagters 1is
4 new phenomenon in lentral America.

The pregence of dictatorial regimas in El Salvador, Guatemala and
Hicaragua Eor decades past, had of course caused hundreds of people
to leave their country and ssek refuge in motre folerant places such
as Mexico and Costa Rica, On the whole, they belonged to political,
trade wvpiocn or intellectual Elites particularly threatened by the
police or paramilicary forces, and Were able to fit into the

countries of immigsation without much difficulty because of their
contacte and education.
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Singe the late seventics this kind of refuges, produccd by aclec
tive CEpren ¢gion, has been jeined in all cgountries of the Central

Anerican igsthmus by hupdreds of thousands of persona fleeing from
indi:criminatu' masE represcion,

The wiectory of the Nicaraguan pecople in 1979 contributed to
exacerbate the already explceive social tenmsions in El Balvadoer
and Guatemala, where a civil and military oligarchy passionatcly
determined cto cling to ite privwileges, confronmted o hungry and
deepigad people in vevelt, who found in the victorious struggleo
of the Micaraguans an additional reason to believe aad hopeo.

The strengthoning of peopular crganizations, their militancy in
defence of civil righta, and the growing power of wmilitary Liber-
ation Fronts was cowntered by the armed forces: witk large-scale
anti-ingurgency operations combining nmassacre of civil populations
with a seorched carth policy - technigues already applied elaewhere
by the US “military advisers" cf these armed forces.

Ia Cuatcmala, the forcible expulsien of the Indian peasantas frow
their lands coveted by the landowners and the military, amcunts Lo

# vweritable gemecide to vhich the surviving pepulation has respoanded
by two forms of self-defence: wass exodus und invreasing perc-ici-
paktioen in armed Tesistance.

In EL Balvador, the artmy's "mopping=-up" coperatioms inm Lhe ceuntry-
side evoke the same dialectical cesponse frow the peuple - exodus
and armed resgistatcs,

TLiving in the combat sonsdland gﬁﬂgmﬁﬁﬁhﬁiy sugpected of bLelag Lthe

natural element in which th® gpueglllas-md¥e and find [ood, Lae
peasants are the moet per uted A .tﬁ-.l-fu ore form che ..JlHI.F:I
conatituenta of the wave xwiles and Elﬁn oi the dead. TPouor,

burdened with large families uvsually loucked after by women, most
of these peasants do not have the rusources te underctaks leng
journeys in search ol shelter. These who lLive ir froacler areas
try to go on foot te the mnelghbouring country, the rest are forced
te remain in their ows counliy, intermal exiles seeking support
and pretection from ather cvommunities, fcom churches, or the Red
Cross. This is the first facl which should be borne in mind.

A HAJORITY OF IHNTERNAL BXILIS

If the term "refugeea™ stripily applies only to people who have left
theit own coumtry, it is impevssible fur those concerned about the
Fale of victims of violence in E1l Salvesder and Guatemala net Lo take
inly account the "internal refugees” whose flight results from the
same causes as that of the refugees proper, but whao simply have not
bad a cvhance Le czoss a froontier, all the more so as they are the

wosh cuperous dod mest lacking im teal proececticn snd material
BESLELADCE .,

The present head of the Guatemalan Junta, General Rivs Monct, sseaks
of two to three hundred thowesand dlsplacnd familles ( 3} inside the
country who, in bis uwn words, have logt everythlng “beceuse the
army has had o Yaxe Lheir villages snd burn chelr crops in ordar

to fight the guerillas™. That same artmy now proposes to gather
these popularcions lnte assembly camps - the Association of
Democratic Jourpalists of Guatemala dees not hesitate to call them
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"concentratioa camps" (E1l Nueve Diario, Ricaragua, 8 Msy 1932) -
while appealiag at the same time for iut&“natlunal bodies to come
to the aid of the viclims of ite own misdeeds.

Ion E1l1 falvador, Lthe numzer vf internal exliles amounts to betwean
two hundred and fifty aasd Lhree hundred thousand petsons, spread
ever about thirty places of refuge (ten under the protection ot

the Catheolic Churcih, the olhers under thac of che Red Cross and
Green CTos5).

Even LI -hese are only vague estimates, the number ot internal
refugees In El Salvader and Guatemala must Bt present amount to
between one and one and a half million persons!

TII. OVERALL ESTIMATE OF THE HKRUMEBER OF REFUGEES

The following ligures are estimates supplied by the United Nations
_ High Commiseioner [vr Refugees (UNAGR) cated April 198Z. As we
shall zee,; these overall figurez do not Correspond Co the number
of persons Tecopeised and assisted by UNHCR as refugees, but
represenl an estimate of the migratory flows caused by violent

situativns and consequent decline of economic and social life in
El jalvador and Guetemala.

This table includes only countries of the Cerntral American isthmus,

excluding Lhe USA where many Salvadoersne and Guatemalans are alsd
trying to [ind refuge.

o=

Country of Total number 0f whom Ealva-— and Guatemzlans
asy Lum of vefugers _Ldﬁrq_n:_::_ number nunber
Mexico 200,000 - 250,000 | 100,000 - 150,000 | 10D,000
Guatemala 50,000 = Lo 000 50,6000 - 100,000 .
Honduras f 45,000 34,000 = 1,000
Bicaraguna 22,000 21,000 = HO0
Coeta Hica 15,000 10,000
Belize 7,000 7,000 7

y Panama 1,500 1,000 =
l:DTﬁL 340,000 = 440,000 I 225,000 = 325,000

= e

IW. VERY VARTED CONMDITIONS OF EXILE T¥ 4 CHANGING CONTEXT

Examination of the exile conditioms of Central American refugees
in pregent circumstances points to Ehree peneral features:

t1) A majurity of wxiles do ool declare Ehemselves refupees to
Lhe relevant ag=ncied established by governments and UE%EET
Reference to the figures for refugees receiving aid from UNHCE
through local agenciss administering aid progreéemmes in April 1952
ghowe the magnitude of thia phencomenon when this second Lable is
compared with the firat. {(Be¢ table on mext page)

H;azuns of wariousa kiunds muy be suggested to explain thiz marked
discrepancy between the total number of exiles and tha numbers
recognined and receiving assistance as refugees; some are imeti-
tutional in character and depend on Che authorities of the immi-
graliovn counlries, while others are historical and political and
depend vn the beshaviour of the exiles.



Conntry of Humher of refugees| of whom Salva- and Guatenalans
‘jarihm aided dorans number nunber

Mexico L0, 500 1,500 6,000
Guatemala - - -

Honduras 28,500 2L, Z5K L0
Hicaragua 5,000 5000 2

Costa ERica 9,500 g, 000 ¥

Balize 2,000 3,000 7

Panama 1,000 1,000 7

TOTAL 56,700 40,750 1

{a) The material assistance provided by TNHCR camn obviously anly
be given Eo persons whose residence is authorized by the receiving
counkowr.

In epuntries which ate net signatorieas of the Geneva Convention
and therefore do not aeccept the intermational definitions of
refugees, people who migrate for political reasons are by ne means
ceTtain of having any right to star, even if their claim ta he
refugees in the sense of the internatiomal apresmants is recog-
nized by UNHCR.

In Honduras, the precence of Salvadoran refugees is Eolarated by
the authorities with numerocus provisocr; in partienlar, rthey are
allowed no freedom of movement outaide the camps assignad hy the
povarnment .

In Merico, no clear decisid@ has,getpbeen|teken =hout the eskatus

to be granted by the govetament Lo’ the téns of thbuasands of
Guatemalans hidden along Fhepffostier, dfd to the tens of thousands
of Salvadorane without papers all ever the coumtry. For the moment
the immigrétion authorities refuse Lo recognize them as "politieal
refugees™ £nd have not vet defined precisely the migrant status
which they intemnd to grant or, it may be, refuse them.

It ig therefore understandable that in this context, thouszands nfF
exiles opt for the tactics of melting inte the local populatiaon
without registering anvvwhere (or by obtaining false papers if nead
be) and prefer to endure the extreme expleitation inevitably linked
with the status of illegal worker rathet tham rTun the risk of
expulsion by actually applyisg for political assylum.

{b) For many Central Ameriecan peazants, the fact of crossing thea
frontier into a meighbouring countyy is no new thing; there hava
always been very large migrating streams of seasonal apgricultural

larour, of Guatemalana to Mexico and of Salvadeorans to Honduras,
Hicaragua and Guatemals,

There ate therefore channels and networks of ecantacts which
facilitate a sort of spontaneous integration of the exiles into

an environment with which they are alrveady familiar and where they
caa survive, though very often precarvriously, without having to
have rezourse to UNHCR for asid and without having te register.

For peasants brutally driven from their homes, departure ig felk
4% an extreme and previsional evwil, and the least organized and
percipient amcng them hope that they will be able ta return at

the first eppertunity, ao unable arse they to endure the thought
that thair lands will not be sown, 8o they are afraid of being



detected as dissidents by putting their naces on lists of appli=-
cants for asvlum and prefer to remain ancoymous, which, thev
dssume, provides better protection,

(e} Finally, for a minority of exileg, the determination co: teo
notify offieial refugee relief srganizations is prompted by motives
of prudence connected with their poelitical activities, For various
types of reason, gome Oof them wish to preserve a nore discreet
BLaLug 45 LOUT1BCE Vis=-A=-vie the immigration authorities which

will leave them greater freedom of movement in the region,

This does not prevent a number of them from having to face the
economic difficulties of day to day sutrvival.

(Z) The role of state cfpanizations in the reception of refugees
18 being developed and strengthened

The last two years have séen & very clear evolution in the official
policies of the Central American states in regard to the refugee
problem. Three states of the region have signed the Geneva Con-
vention oo the protection of refugees since 1980, Wicaragua, Cosata
Rica and Panama, and three others officially accept action by

UNHUE on their territory: Henduras, Mexico and Belize,

In almost all these countries, national commissicnsa for refugees
have recently been created by the gevernments and tend to play an
increasiangly important rale &f Tegard to elizibility and assiatance
by acting as partners of UNHECE:

Thias change of attitude on the part of ‘the Btate, aad the gntry of
officiel organizations into Ehe domain of humanitarian relief

previously entrusted to non—governmental agencies, may be explained
in various ways: it is not only a case of coping with eocial prob-
lems on a far wider gcale than any previosusly emcountered, hut also
of asteblishiang special mechanisms of control in Tegard to Tefugees
who, it is easy to see, do not present merely humanitarian prob-

lems but have strategic importance in present circumstances in
Lentral America.

(3) Very different conditions of exile

While all governments in the region intend to cake in hand tha
refugee question, they are far from all applying the same poliey,

From Nicaragua where they meet with a svmpathetic reception, to
Honduras where theyr are placad under the contrel of a hnstile army,
the refugees have to face very different conditicns of exile in

the varieus countries which apen their doors te them ar at least
tolerate their presence.

In the sectlon whiech follows, we deseribe the general features of
four countries visited by the Misaion in April-May 1982, Two
tountries are miessing from this picture, Belize and Honduras.

45 regards Honduras, a Miszion report has already been published

ln January 1982 after a visit to the frontisr zone tWoC: "Henduras,
Salvadoran Refugees in the Firirg Lice"),



The developments that have taken place ginca the beginnimp of 19E2
have oaly served to conmflirm the fears and agaravate the concluesione
expressed in that report; the fromtier has in fact now been
"rnlearad" of refupess, in thke interzest of the Homduraz armed

forces and their U5 advisere more than in that of the refugees.

The vast Assamhly camp of Mesa Grande dintn which 7,000 people are
crowdad at the present Cime, less than pver provides conditions
favonurahle te humane and decent collective and individual Life.
There iz talk of seeking ofther settlement gites.

MEXTON

By grnographical pesition, resourees and political regime, Mexico
undonhtedly Tepresents the chief magnet for Central Ametican exiles,
although, paradoxically it is the sountry in whieh theit situation
is most confused at the sresent time. While a eartain number of
them look on Mexico mainly as a transit stage on the way to the
Mnited Stater and Canada, the majority of cthose fleeing from terror
and hunger in Guatemala and El Salvador hope to find refuze there,
and that is just where the complications aof the problem 1ie.
Histarically, Mexieo has never heen an immigration eosuntry, and

at the present time has ta face the problem of an influx of Central
Americans into its territeory in circumstances of internal soeial
tenrione and without any asuitable legislatiwve and statutory neans

f deali ) o sy
(] EALINE W 1 TP

Mexico has not signed the Geneva Gepventibd or the Protocol on the
prntect1n1 of refugees, but grnnﬁﬁ the status of “pnlltlcal IPfugFF
to cartain categories of pefsone fleeing from repressive regimes.
In this way, thousands of exiles from the southern cone of Latin
America, thile, Argentina, UTruguay, Belivia and the intellectual
and political elictes of Guatemala and El Salvader, have found
asvlum and protection in Mexico and have been incorporaced into
Mexican economie and soecial life. The problem raised by Sezlvaderan
and Guatemalan emigratien today is of an entirely different order
for two reagons. On Lhe ong hand it invelves numerically verw
large groups belonging to Che peasantry and working classes and
living in total destitution, and on Che other, Ehese exiles come
from Mexiec's neizhbour countries, whiech has far-reachiag political
and diplomatiec implications.

This refupee question reveals the contradictions of Mexican poliey
in regard to Central America. ©On the one hind Mexico means Eto
play an incresasinzly active tole in the defence of the rights of
the Cemtral American pzoples in the face of U334 intervention: this
is plain from the Franto-Mexican declaration on E1 Salvador and
the diplomstic role in regard to Wicaragua, 0On the other hand,
Hexico is sengitive to any tigk of internsl destabilization,

egzecially in its southern regions where social untest is rife in
the countrveides,.

{a) The Guatemalan refugees

The Mexican attitude to Guatemala has alwavs been marked by extreme
cautlon to avcid any friction that might disturk the balance of
aegonomis and political relatiens between the Ewe governments which
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In wither respects are very dilstant. 4And mow the sTegence of a
hundred thoussgnd Guatemalan peasanbls, most of them of native Indian
descenl, aluvng the frontiery; zerleusly threatens that balzsnce long
preserved by Maxican diplomacy. The Guatemalan military take &n
extlrewely unfaveurable view of these groups of exilees massed or

the other aside of Lhe frontier, which they denounce as "terroriscs’
laira", while the Mexican authorities for thelr part are mnot
unaware that Che cultural and sveial tieg between peoples of
identical Maya descsut ou evither side of the frontier are likely

to promete a common growth of political consciousness, and that

any radical infensification of the struggles of the Guatemalan
Feasants could have Tepercussivns in Mexico itgelf,

In wview of this increasingly serivas siluation, since late 1981
in particular, when massive waves of Guatemalan refugess have
been arriving, the Mexican governweot has nol yet adopted any
clear and final pesition on how it proposes Lo gupe with this
atate of affairs.

Bo far, it haa refueed to recognize the status of pelivical
refugee to these people, whem it still regards as "illegal immi-
grants" cven though the preefs that they are fleeing frem con-
ditions "seriously imperilling their life and safzty" are
undeniable.

In the cowurse of 1381, probably with the intention of disgvuraging
exaodus to Foxico, the mmigraticn authesities, all-powerful in
this domain, carried out mage expulsiens te Suatemala, which

meant death for many of thopel whd fod tHdardreturn were "woelcomed™
by Ethe Guatomalan ALY . The scandal tcaused by thesge l:i=i:-u|:L..':|.L:|'_r_|'n:a
and the action of the THHCRUofEfire have since February 19352
apparently cheecked such practices, but without thereby solving

the questicn of the legal status which the antherities eavisape
pranting the Guatcmalans.

Travelling alonpg the gsouthern frontier of Hexico in the state of
Chiapaa, what ie immediatecly apparent is these families'! fear of
what the future holde, Remombering the terrar of the massacres
frem which they have fled a dozcn or two miles away, the refugees
azsk above 8ll fer themselves and their children the right ta atay
in Maxica, away from pergecution by the armed foreces of their
country. Fer the moment, however, they have no certainty that
this right will be conceded. Toleratcd provisionally with no
legal papers, they live in fear lest the pressure exerted
immnigration officers should pase from the verbal to the physical
stapge and expulsions begin again.

0f the hundred thousand or so persone estimated on the Mexican
side tn he concealed there, about 6,000 of thoese who arrived in
Decamber 19R) or the first months of 1982 have been recognizcd
by TINHOE prima facie as refugees. They are gathered in small
groups under frees, along Tivers, in improviaed encanpunents,
cften slasping con the bare ground without shelter im appalling
material and mental distress.

This conditien of heing "without rights™, in which the Guatemalan
exiles are placed at present, makes any relisf scheme very diffi-
cult. Hot admitting them officially as refugees, the Mexican



governmeént has not orpganized eor allewed the establishwent of
official emecrgoncy relief programmes such as are found [o all

other countrics with an influx of refugees. The Mexican Coumission
of Ald to Refugeceos which was se: up in 1981 under governwment
dirsetiesa has no express mandate to srganize relief measures fui
people exiled from Cuatemala, and its action is consequently
extremely limited im the southkera region.

The refugees survival is therefore due chiefly to the practical
sympathy expresscd by the locel Mexican population, the spontanecus
golidarity of the thousands of Familiea who have taken a Guatemalan
family into their homes, as well as the more organized form of
solidarity of the dioeeses which have set up local refugee relief
committeae to collect food, clothing and money.

The "Chiapas Chrietian Committee™, encouraged by the frask and
genarous attitude of the bishop of San Cristebal de las Casas,

Don Samual Ruiz, is in fact plaving an cgsential part at the
precent time in bringing emerpgency relief te these Cuatemalan
families who have taken rafupe practically emptv-handed on the
territory of their diccesse. Thie relief aetioan, which has been
really organizad only in the laat two or three months, comes under
the heading of pasteral werk of local parishes, and has nc efficial
character im relaticn Eo the ecivil authorities. Separaticn of
Church and State ig in faet "sacred" in Mezieo since the revelu-
tion, and it is out of the quuitxan Eur Jjibe povernmaet to permit
refugee relief aid schemes figa §¥R te be run by denom-

inational bodies (as has been ﬁ'n;aW =Nl varw many Lacin American
countriesl.

Until a clearer pogition is adopted by the Mexican authoritiess in
regard to Guatemalar exiles, the paradozical situation ie that
while teng of thousends of people are in urpent need of relief

and help, internaticonal asgistance cannet Teach thoze For whom iE
iz intended, for lack of mechanisms 2fficially suthorized to ecarry
ont the taek.

At the present time the practical solidarity of nen=governmental
private agencies hae therefore to uwse the cnly existing chanonels,
which are conmected with the Catholic Chureh, while respeacting the
cantinng factics which the latter ig cbliged to adopt in ordar

not ko compromise all ite work.

{h) The Balvadnran rafugeas

While Mexice's attitude to El Salvadnr is less smbiguoas than
towarda Guatemala, the conduct of the authorities in regard to

the masses of Salvadeoran exiles is norecheless nof clearly defined.
Although it acknowledges the highly repressive character of the
Salvaderan regime, the Mexican government vefuses systeamatically

to grant political exile atatus to all fugitives From Fhat regime
who arrive on its territory.

Unlike the Guatemalans, practically all of whom are peasants, who
come on foot and remain in zones close to the frontier, the
dalvaderans seeking refuge in Mexico belong fto the urban middle
and lower classes and mestly make for the capitel, though zome go
nerth to get to the UsSA. :
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The Mexican authorities will oaly ragard as political rafugees

Chose who have been individual wictims of repression because of
thelr responsibilities or commitments. These have been officially
granted a right to stay, and tinancial assistance, but they rep-
regent only a minority of the Salvadoran exiles in Mexice (about
three to four thousand persons out of a teotal of more than 100,000),

411 the rvesc, fupitiveés from tae situation of violence, war and

ites econemic and secial conseguences, but net able to prove they
were under any particular individual threat, are azsimilated by
Mexico as "economle migrants™ and do not enjoy any epecific rights.
411 that remaing te them, Ctherafore, is the possibility of mingliag
with the local populatien on a more or less legal basis as a worker
2r Lw seek the help of some prl?ate organizations which will recog-
nizgg Lhem as "de facto exlles™ and provide them with sSome assis-
Cance .

L[ vrossing the frentier from Guatemala to Mexico is a nightmare

for wauy bscause of the corruption of the immipration officials

and "coyotes" (illegal guides), arrival at the northern frontier
with Clhe USA presenbs yet ancther drama for those who want to go
further, The mere fact of being Salvadoran is suspect, because
syneaymous wilh a potentisl smuggler. Oace again it is paradoxical
te ebserve Lhat the Mexican authoriclies whe complain so openly

gnd with resson of the behaviour of the US immipration zervices

use agalust Lhe Salvadoran refugees the Same brutality and methods
ag Lhuse they criticize thepbshpfersusingeazainst their compatriobs.

Cases of ill-trealwment and aktsaulTs: om Falvadorans have frequently
been denouwnced by the pressy.aod thE priseh warden of the frontier
town of Tijuany ewven had to be trznsferred ln consaquence of over-
whelming evidence,

{c) The telief orgauisatlivns

I'he confused and Ill-delloed situatiom of Central Amerisan exiles
in. Hexico is watched by an vgually scattered and for the momant
badly coordinated organlzalion uf relief.

0o the official sida, twoe organizatlums ace respoonsible for deal-
ing with refugees, the office of the United NatLions High
Commissioner for Refugees, and the Mexlcan Refugees Belief
Commigasion.

Inly aince 1 January 1982 has the Mexican office of UNHCR had the
status of anm International representative officially recugnized
by the Mexican poverameant, although the latter has not yel rali-
fied the international legal instruments for the protectliou of

refugres. This ewvolution of the Hexican position will nake
poasible wider action by UNHCR in regard to protection, par-
ticularly to prevent extraditiens. Howvever, the policies applied

to tefugees still depend solely on the directorate of the ‘mai-
pratioen servieces, who do not accept the certificate of refugee
status isaued by UNHCR as having any lepal validity. Furthermure,
a5 Tegards humanitarian relief, the interpational ocrgaoiszation
docs not pesscss the neceasary povers to choose the best chanpels
for serving the refugeea, but is obliged to emplov such imstitu-
tions as arc designated By the Hexzican govetnment.
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The Mexican Refugees Relief Commission (CHAR), a government
organization created by presidential decree in Marck L9Bl, is at
ptesent the only institution antherized tec receive and administar
U¥HCE funds intended for refugee relief, Thise Commission has no
authority over the immigration authprities in tegard Lo recog=-
nition of refugae status, TIn faet it wes as a result of the
measures of mass expulsion of Guatemalans in the summsr of 1981
erdered by the immigration authorities th&t the members of the
firet GCMAR team resigned., With a wery smzll staff, the Mexican
Commission at present plavs an essentially attendant role In
tegard to refugees recopnized by UNHCR: distribution of emergency
=glief and financiong of a few productive projects.

In the gtate of Chiapas, an office has recently been opened in
Comitan, but its work does not yet appear to be extensive.

is Tepards non-governmental organizatiocns, a aumber of committees,
zroups and agencies are attempting out of their own Tesources or
with the help of private international agencies, Co meet the needs
of tefugees, whether officially recognized ag such or moz. Their
number and diversity make any attzampt at classification very
diffieult and we shall list poly a few of Ehe Hexican ones:

# CECOPE (Coordinating Committee for Ecumerical Projects)
working with South American refugees and the Salvadoran
exiles undet threat at the Irontier with the USA.

% Fripade Service Commitcee (Quakers), carrving out telief
worlk and collective productive projects for Salvadoran and
Guatemalan refupees rasidivygiopcheycapital.

* Chiapas Christisn Committee cof g@elidgrify with Central
AmeTica, coocdinating the main.private.a-d teaching the
Guatemaians whe have sought Tefuze alomg the frontier of
the state of Chiapas.

The Baptist Seminary in Mexico City, which supports coallec-
tive productive prajects for refugers.

To thege few Maexican srganizations shonld he added the aspeecial
refuges organixations whiech hawve heen formed in the Salvadoran

and Cuatemalan communities and all the initiatives which are

baing undertaken at the present fime hy internaticnal agencies
with branches in Hexica. Tn rthe face of a situation characterized
bath by urgent need and governmertal indecisien aad touchiness,
these undertakinges appear ta he multiplying but are not always
vary well ecocrdinated, and it is probably one of Che priority
tasks whieh nan=-governmental agencies will have to tackle in
Mexice im the mext few monthsa.

COSTA RICA

fn a smaller scale than Mexico, Costa Rica has historically beenm
an asylum for aumerous Latin Americane belonging te political and
infellactual elites. This small, peaceful and democratlc country
wae likewise able to mebilize during the Nicaraguan war of liber-
atinn, and welcome on its so0il nearly 60,000 Nicaraguan refugees
in the years 1978 and 1975.
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IToday the position is unforctunately very differentc, and the

reception conditions for refugees have deceriorated considerably
Blnce 1%80.

The internal economic crisia, agpgravated by the almost cotal
paralysis of Lhe Central American Common Mearket,; brought the
country Lo the werge of total bankrupter by the end of the pres-
idential tecm of the Christian Demeocrat Carrazo, The new Sacial
Dempocrat president recently elected inherite & country praccically
morcgazed o its intermational creditcrs and obliged to submit to
the demandsg of the Internaclonal Monetary Fund and international
banking. GSince these instituclons are dominated by the USA, their
demands in the context of Cencral America are not expressed solely
by rulze of economic management, bt also by considerable politi-
cal preasure om CoBta Rica to fall into line with US policies in
regard to the other countriegz of the reglon.

The sotry of Costa Rica into the "Central Amsrigan Democractic
Cemmunity", an entity alseo including El Salwvadeor and Honduras
and purely and simply devised by the USA in osrder to iscdlate
Ficaragua, 15 an example of Cthe recent results of that kind ot
pressure. Of course there has just been a change of president
in Costa Rica, but 1c does not seem at all certain that the new
president, Luis Monge, will have any freer hand thanm his pre-
decegsor to pursue an sucenomous forelgn policy in the repion,
ag his first decleraticne in regard to Wicaragua unfortunately
gilve reapon to faer.

These pulitical declaratidms hﬁﬁi!nd&::ﬁh@ still have, & wvery
direct effect on the Salvddordn tefugees who make up two-thirds
vf the wxiles in Custa Rica.

Far Iroem presenting them a& brothers in distress, wictime of a
regime of terror, che mass media use evary pretext (strikes,
common law erimes, accs 0f violence) to insinuvate that their
presenee is an element of destabilizaticn in the country and that
revolutionary movemants are “instruments of Soviet-Cuban sxpan-
glon™ and "rerroriscs’ lalrs".

In & country which is facimg an econcemic erisis unparalleled for
almoat half a century, and gees s legendary soclal stabiliey
cracking ag a result, this cype of manipulated "pevsg" unfortunately
finds & certain echo in a gectilon of che population, and 1982 is
far from witneseing the vest movements of popular solidaricy

which developed around the Hiceragusn refugees three Years ago.

In these clrcumstances, Che Costa Rican government, despite its
slgnature to the Geneva Convention and Prococel in Oetober 1930,
has imposed a series ol barrilers to the lmmigraclon of foreigmers
and thesge have had the effect of conslderably slowlng the entry
of applicants for political asylum eince the end of 1981.

The number of exiles at present rtesident in Costs Rica ie escim-
ated aL 15,000, of whom 10,000 are Salvadovran arrivals in 1%80
Fof Lhe most parcb.

The incorperation of these vrefugees 15 made difficult by bureau-
cratic and legal complicaciong. IcC 1s estimated chat half the



12

Tefugees have ne regulation papers f{relugee aad residence pEIMLILEE])

because of inability to provide the doeguments demanded by Coata
REica.

It is ehiefly in regard to werk, however, Chal the obetacles are
mogt formicable. The refugees in fact do ool have a right to
work in the public or private sectors, and work permit is pramted
only to those who join apecifiec productive projects accepted by
UNHCR .

fg regarda agricultural projects, Lhe authorities practically
inpiat on their being carried oub in the framework of the "madel
farm" of Loz Angeles, situated Iw the north of the counctry, which
is guppoaed to have tho capacity to receive a thousgsand refupaes

¢n lands bought by UNHCR. For the moument there sre only 320
persons, and numerous tefugees already resident in the capical

for meorec than a yaar PEcve very loath Lo accest & trangfer co this
rural rescttlement cenlbre which encountered many organizational
problems in 1981.

The urban productive prejects at the mowent are very far from
enguring the refugees' autuvnumy, for one thing because onily a
mineritr have found a place in Lhese projects (about L00 heads
of families), and for ancther, because the economic climate is

not verr propiticus for the develupment of artisanal activities
of this Ly pes

The majority of refugess who have seltled in the capital and its
suiroundings, accordingly gserwiveswithgidf ficuolty thanks to che
small finareial assistance .distributed b# Lhe Costa Rican Eed
Crosa, the organization officiallysed@tThated by THHCE with
carrying out urgent religf sChemesd .

The relief ocrpanizations

UMNCR, which in Costa Rica has a regional office respensible for
the protection of refugees fu eight countries of the reglon, has
contracted with two organizatiens Le carcy out reliel prograzmes
financed by the United Katloons:

- thke Costa Rica Bed Cross which alluts emecgency reliefl and
administsrs the Los Angeles agriculiural project;

- Caritag, whieh takes charge of prolects for & lasting
golution on the urban lewel,

These two organizations, which have social and technical staff
paid by UNECR, care for about half the refugee population of
Costa Rica,

48 wall as this official relief structure, theve are a certain
number 6f imstituticong and churches which in variocus degrees
work for the welfare of refupees in Costa Rica, The Episcopal
Chureh, whieh until 1981 was one o¢f the partmers of UHHCE, con-
tinues at the present time tec do considerable work in the domain

of productive projects, thanks to funds provided by intermatiomal
ERBETCLIER,
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In order to achieve belblter coordimation of their work for
refugees, these various non-governmental Costa Rican crganiz-
ations set up, in 1981, an "Inter-institutional Coordimating
Agency for Refupees" (ICIR), one important task of whieh will be
to arrange a regiomal meeting of all non-governaental organiz-
ations working for refugees in all Central American countries,
to be held in S5an José in July 1982,

PANAMA

Lying further from the zones of violence from which the exiles
come, Panama is not at present faced with an acute refugee p-ob-
lem, aince their total number is estimated at 1,500, sbout 80
per cent of whom receive aid.

As a signatory cf the Geneva Convention gince 1981, tke Paramanian
government has established an official inter-ministerial structurs
for the care of refugees (National Commiszaion for the Care of
Refugees).

Since March 1987, this Commission has mssumed responsibility for
gll aid programmes Fimaneed by UYHCE whieh previcusly had been
adninistered by the Fanama Ecumenical Committee for Refugees.
This assumption of comtrol by goveramental authorities undoubt-
edly indicates political c¢gnecern on the part of the Panamanianm
government, which intends Ea sUpBEViSe me¥e closely the presence
of politieal refugees on itg terpitery.wlithcut the intervention

of Ifndependent religious ofganizations s&uweh as the Ecumenical
Committee.

The process of democratization of Panamaniar political life which
characterized the twelve years when General TorTijos was in power,
geems today to be marking time with the return to che scene aof
mote congervative military circles closer to the Americans.

This political swing to the right, together with the economic
crigis which ie hitting the country hard, ie not favourable either
to the development of Panamanian national policy nor to the recep-
tion and integration of a large number of refugees.

Moet of theses are Salvadoramg belonging to the urban middle and
lower classes and are livimng in Panama City. They subsist on
relief grants provided by the Wational Commission, and should in
principle be organized into preductive projects finanmced to start
with mainly by UMHCR. As in Costa Rica, however, this desirable
evolution of aid towards self-gufficiency encounters numerous
economic and organizatiomal chbetacles, and in fact the very great
majority of rtefugees depend cnm monthly grantas which in the long
run ecgenders a dependency outlook,

Ooly one perfticular group of 70 Salvadoran familiez, transferred
from Eonduras t9 Panama by UNHCE, hes besn fitted into a rural
development project on the Atlantic coast by a governmental
organization (Provecto especial del Atlantico).

The Panama Ecumenical Committee for Befugees, which until HMarch
1932 was the only body dealinpg with refuegees ‘in Panama and
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UMHCE 's only partmer, is now endeavouricg to redefine its
specific tole botk in regard te the categories of exiles co he
suppertad and in regard o the types of project Lu be develogped.

HIGARAGUA

Unlike all other Central American atates, Hicaragua doey not
regard the reception of refugces aa a burden or a dapger but a8
a real and cecnerate way of shoewing its solidarity with brothers
nf peighbouring countriees,

Tt ig true, cf ¢ourse, that the conditions of reception and inta-
gration offered by the Nicaraguan peocple and governmepatb Lo Salwva-
doran refugees are rather exccptional, especially when we recall
that this country has passed in lcsa than theee years f{rom a
positisn where it was expelling rofugees to bhat of a receiver
enuntry. The number of exiles who have found refupe in Hivaragua
is estimated at present as 22,000, mestly from the rural areas

af El1 Salvador,

Nirarazna signed the Geneva Conventior snd thae Protocol i March
1380 with no reservations, snd from the atart the Eoveramenl has
shpwn its iatention te ease as far as posaible the liviag con-
ditisns and status of the refugees within the framework of Lhe
new Nicaraguan society under construction., PFacilities are
granted For them to legalize their migrant situation (about
12,000 have already obtainad refupee papérs) and they enjoy cown-
plete freedam of rovement ,egp loyment and rcsidence, and can
jain the trade union and pedfle s oTgenie@tions of their choice.
The only real Tﬂﬁtric+iﬂﬂﬂufiﬁﬂ#i any tefugecs arc thoae which
apply to the whole Wicaraguadl pecple and arc inhcrent in the
present Btage of reconstruction of the countrvi lack of work
especially far the unskilled labourer, housiag shortapgs, ete,

The freedom of movenent accorded to the refuzees and the very
strong current of popular solidaricy shown ia faveur of the
Salvadorana, explains Tthat more than half thes registcred rTefugees
have not had to apply for the foed or financial aid distributed
by the UNHCR.

At present, 5,500 persons receive some aid through this chanmnel,
3,000 in the form of emergency Telief in food, clothes or mOney .

The official poliecy is mot fo pet wp "refuges" aszembling large
numbers of refugeea supported by publie or internmational telief,
but on the contrary to intéepgrate refugeas as far as possiblec in
productive arojects with the ¥icaraguansz.

A thousand Jalvadorans are lodged for the moment in collective
"refuges", the largest of which, near Ledn, contains 450 persons.
These are mainly reception centres for Families until the bread-
Wwinners can find work either indiwidually or in collective
projcets.

In spite of their deliberately provisional eharzeter, these
refuges were equipped from the start with a2 remerkable educational
and welfare infrastructure; all children attend school regularly
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in tuildings specially built for the purpose, there are evenicg
classes for adults, and swmall local dispensaries are aet up.

Care for Balvadoran refupees is based on twe types of organiz-
aticns werking im coeperation, one dependent on the Nicarapuan
government, the other on the Salvadoran community in exile.

Ag goon @8 the EFiret refugees arrived towsrds the middle of 14980,
4 National Emergency Committee was set up on the initiative nf

the Ministry of Social Welfare and gradually assumed institutional
form as a "Refupees Aid Bareau",

A HEW CHALLEHNGE TOQR ECUMENICAL AGENCIES

The present period in history represents a new stage for ecumen-
ieal refugee relief agencies,

{1} In the very disturbed pullLiEul conteXt of Central America
and in face of a growing economic Lrisis, mo3E stakes tend ko
strengthen their measures of internal prolection, and Che
increased contrel which they wexert on Tefugees is net accompanied
by mecasures designed to promote their incegracion inte lacal
stCiety.

t2) The present magnitude of migrations for political reassons

and their lasting character in Lhe vears dhead, make it necessary
ta seek sclutions which af@ ©Uf @ETely @Mergzency responses but
will give refugees a clhaongélof acceptanse which regpacts their
dignity while preparing them £fur returfl £¢ their country,

(3) Although the UNHCR is Lhe chief puarantor of protection for

tcfugees and overseer of wosl relief programmee, the search for

solutions of thal kiod cannot be encirely its respongibility, in
view of the liwits ioposed or It by states as well s5 the number
of de facto exiles whe do not come withia its scope.

(4) Working within very diverse inscitutiomal trameworks, the
ecumenical agencies must therefore define their specific plarce

and ¥eole in relation Lo UNHCR and to official bodies egtablished
for the reception of refugees. Cercain agencies have to ZATLY out
such redefinition after a period in whiech ther have directly
undertaken tasks which are now entrosted te gtate organizations

{aa is the case in Pamama, Gusta Rice and roe a certain extent in
Hoenduzasa) .

{5) Among the tasks spacifically incumbent on lecal agencies, two
eppear to merit pricrilty im present circumatances:

- tkat of strengthening a current of solidarity and suppert
within receiving countries themselves., For this purpose a
work of informatlos and promeoting awareress of Che canses
of the exile must %e undertaken, especially in the churches,
8¢ a5 te increase popular support for the refupees' cauga
and give them greater protection,

- that of supporting refugees' own afttempts at orgaTnization
during their time of exile so that they mavy work out colles-—
tive prosrammes of education and Eraining equipping them both

—u}
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to face the difficulties of exile more resalonesibly and tao
prepare for a conatructive returmn to their own countrv,

(6) This definition of the role of each in the interest of better
service for the vefugees, postulates great efforts of coordination
and cooperation boeth in field-work and in the agencies for inter-
nstionsl cooperation. There ia & great risk ctherwise of creasting
gituations of injustice among the refugees, of useless duplication
of effortg, of not determining am crder ofF priorities, of misuse

af funds.,

This conatitutes a new challenge for all the azencies, which are
at a stage when they must rethink their activitiee and the naans
of cartying them out at g moment when needs are daily becoming
more urgent and the econcomic and political context mare

threatening.

Translated from the French
WCC Language Bcrvice

Refugee Service, CICARVS
Warld Council of Lhurcheas
150, route de Farnay,
1211 Genswa 20,
Switzerland
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