
Migrant deaths along US-Mexico border
remain high despite drop in crossings
– UN agency

6 February 2018 – The number of migrants losing their lives attempting to
cross the United States-Mexico border in 2017 remained high in spite of
substantial decrease in the number of arrests along the frontier, the United
Nations migration agency reported on Tuesday.

In a news release, the UN International Organization for Migration (IOM) said
that US Border Patrol figures show 341,084 migrants were apprehended on the
country’s southwestern border in 2017 as against 611,689 in 2016 – a drop of
about 44 per cent.

However, 2017 recorded 412 migrant deaths, compared to 398 the preceding
year.

“The increase in deaths is especially concerning, as the available data
indicate that far fewer migrants entered the US via its border with Mexico in
the last year,” said Frank Laczko, Director of IOM’s Global Migration Data
Analysis Centre.

According to the UN agency, prolonged exposure to the extreme environments in
the border region, where temperatures often top 104 degree Fahrenheit (40
degree Celsius), combined with the difficulty of bringing assistance those in
need in remote areas have repeatedly been cited as leading causes of death.

Texas, where 191 migrant deaths were recorded in the last year, is a
particular area of concern and the 2017 total represents a 26 per cent
increase over the 151 fatalities recorded in the state in 2016, added IOM in
the news release.

At the same time, though data on migrant fatalities on the US-Mexico border
are more accessible than in many other regions of the world, they remain
incomplete and the number of deaths reported by the US Border Patrol,
includes only those which agents deal with directly.

“This means that federally reported figures could seriously underestimate the
real number of deaths,” said Julia Black, data collection coordinator for
IOM’s Missing Migrants Project.

IOM also reported that the “vast majority” of migrant border deaths recorded
by the Project occur on the US side of the border – though one reason for
this may be that coroners, medical examiners, and sheriffs in US border
counties are more likely to regularly report data on migrant deaths to the
agency’s staff.

Reports of deaths south of the border often surface locally from radio
stations and small newspapers, or from social media, the UN agency added,
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noting that the information on fatalities could come weeks, even months after
they occur.

Since the start of the Missing Migrants Project, IOM has recorded 1,468
deaths on the US-Mexico border, including 14 deaths in January 2018.

Without urgent funding, Burundi risks
becoming a ‘forgotten crisis’ – UN
refugee agency

6 February 2018 – Warning that Burundi could become a “forgotten crisis,”
with the number of people struggling for survival increasing by the day,
United Nations agencies together with aid partners on Wednesday launched a
funding appeal to keep the humanitarian situation from deteriorating further.

“Food rations [are] cut in many of the neighbouring countries,” said Filippo
Grandi, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, adding that vulnerable groups,
including women, who have already been exposed to violence cannot be provided
with the necessary support.

Since 2015, over 400,000 refugees and asylum seekers have fled the small
central African landlocked nation, escaping human rights abuses, political
uncertainty, and deteriorating humanitarian situation.

Over 60 per cent of that number have fled to Tanzania (254,000 refugees) and
several thousands to Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and
Uganda. Furthermore, with the volatile situation persisting, there are fears
that the total number of refugees could rise to 450,000 by the end of 2018.
Humanitarian efforts to assist those in need, however, also remain
constrained due to severe lack of funding.

The $391 million Burundi Regional Refugee Response Plan includes targeted
response in those four countries along with the resources needed in each
context.

Fully funded, some 430,000 vulnerable persons will benefit from the Plan
through 2018.

The common thread is ensuring that the majority of the displaced living in
refugee camps (about 85 per cent), are provided with food, shelter and
education as well as protection from sexual and gender based violence.

“For the moment, the conditions are still fragile, so support to host
countries continues to be a priority that I hope the world will not forget,”
added Mr. Grandi.
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Funds will also go towards strengthening social services, livelihood
opportunities, protection and restoration environment as well as providing
documentation and training for government officials on refugee status
determination.

UNHCR ‘not encouraging’ refugee returns at this time – Spokesperson

According to Babar Baloch, a spokesperson for the Office of the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), over the last few years, some Burundian
refugees have decided to return home, and are seeking to re-establish their
lives in their communities.

They, however, are facing considerable economic pressures and food
insecurity.

“At this stage, UNHCR and partners are not promoting or encouraging refugee
returns to Burundi,” said the UNHCR spokesperson, noting that the agency is
working with the relevant Governments to assist those who indicate they have
made a free and informed choice to return voluntarily, to do so in safety and
dignity.

“We are also reiterating our appeal to Burundi’s neighbours to continue to
uphold their international responsibilities and commitments to receive
asylum-seekers at their borders and offer protection to those who need it,”
he added.

An outbreak of violence in Burundi in April 2015 and, later, a political
crisis along with deterioration in security and humanitarian environment has
pushed the country deeper into crisis and continues fuel the exodus of its
populations, some of whom have been displaced as far as to South Africa and
Kenya.

Syria: UN urges an end to hostilities,
warns of grave and deepening
humanitarian crisis

6 February 2018 – Senior United Nations officials in Syria warned on Tuesday
of the dire humanitarian crisis in several parts of the country, calling on
warring parties to immediately stop fighting so aid and basic services can
reach those in need, and the sick and critically wounded can evacuate.

“The United Nations humanitarian team in Syria warns of the dire consequences
of the compounded humanitarian crisis in several parts of the country,” said
a statement issued Tuesday by the UN Resident and Humanitarian Coordinator
and the UN Representatives in Syria.
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“In this extreme situation,” the officials called for “an immediate cessation
of hostilities lasting for at least one month throughout Syria to enable the
delivery of humanitarian aid and services, evacuation of the critically sick
and wounded, and alleviation of people’s suffering, to the extent possible,
wherever they are.”

In Afrin, the ongoing military operations and the reported blockage of exits
by other forces have virtually trapped many civilians preventing them from
accessing safer areas, the statement said, noting that so far, 380 families
have reached surrounding villages and Aleppo city neighborhoods while
thousands of people have been displaced within Afrin.

“As the fighting escalates, the number of civilians affected by violence is
bound to increase,” the statement warned.

In Al-Hasakah, an agreement was reached to allow some UN partners to resume
their work, after a month in which most humanitarian assistance came to a
complete halt. This is a positive first step, but the agreement is only for a
period of two months and covers a limited number of partners.

Turning to Ar-Raqqah, the statement noted that the city’s devastation is
unparalleled and conditions remain unsafe. Many civilians trying to return
home have been killed and injured by unexploded ordinances. Services are
absent. Access for humanitarian workers to the city is almost impossible due
to unsafe conditions.

In Idleb, the military operations resulted in increased casualties and
movement of civilians to safer areas. Some of them have been forced to move
several times to escape fighting. With the high concentration of displaced
people, the Governorate may not be able to withstand the consequences of
renewed fighting.

Foah and Kafraya in Idleb continue to be besieged by non-State armed groups,
without access to much needed humanitarian supplies and medical treatment.

In the south, civilians in Al-Rukban camp remain inaccessible to the
humanitarian team in Syria. The last time the camp was supplied with food and
non-food items was from across the border in early January, the statement
said.

Upsurge in Violence in Idlib and eastern Ghouta

Meanwhile, the UN-mandated Independent International Commission of Inquiry on
Syria expressed deep concern over the further escalation of violence in Idlib
governorate and in eastern Ghouta.

Over the last 48 hours, the scale and ferocity of attacks has increased
dramatically resulting in multiple reports of civilian casualties and
airstrikes that have reportedly hit at least three hospitals, including in
Ma’aret al Nu’man, Kafr Nabl and Mardikh.

Since the beginning of the year, the increase in violence in Idlib has
resulted in another upsurge of internal displacement with over a quarter of a



million civilians reportedly fleeing the fighting, according to reports
received by the Commission.

“These reports are extremely troubling, and make a mockery of the so-called
‘de-escalation zones’ intended to protect civilians from such bombardment,”
said Commission Chair Paulo Pinheiro.

“The parties to this conflict are failing in their obligations under
international humanitarian law, including their absolute obligation to
refrain from attacks against medical facilities and personnel,” Mr. Pinheiro
added.

Most alarmingly, the Commission has received multiple reports – which it is
now investigating – that bombs allegedly containing weaponised chlorine have
been used in the town of Saraqeb in Idlib and in Douma in eastern Ghouta.

Mounting attacks in Idlib come at a time when the escalation of violence in
eastern Ghouta has also magnified the longstanding humanitarian crisis in
that besieged pocket on the north-eastern outskirts of Damascus.

Airstrikes and shelling of areas held by anti-government armed groups has
compounded a three-year siege in which nearly 400,000 civilians – including
children – have had little access to basic assistance, including food,
medicines and life-saving health assistance.

“What is happening in eastern Ghouta is not simply a humanitarian crisis
because aid is denied, these sieges involve the international crimes of
indiscriminate bombardment and deliberate starvation of the civilian
population,” stated Mr. Pinheiro.

‘Protect children and their digital
footprint,’ urges UNICEF on Safer
Internet Day

6 February 2018 – Every half a second, every day, a child goes online for the
first time – tapping into all the great opportunities the Internet has to
offer, but facing grave risks, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
said Tuesday, calling for urgent action to protect them from sexual
exploitation, cyberbullying and the misuse of their private information.

“The potential of connectivity makes it easier for children to connect with
their peers anywhere in the world […] is a tool for children’s empowerment
and engagement with their communities. However, this connectivity puts them
at risk of their private information, access to harmful content, and
cyberbullying,” said Sheldon Yett, UNICEF Pacific Representative.
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As outlined in The State of the World’s Children 2017: Children in a digital
world Worldwide, one-in-three internet users is a child, and yet too little
is done to protect them from digital world perils.

“Every day, thousands of children are going online for the first time, which
opens them up to a flood of dangers we are just coming to appreciate, let
alone address,” said Laurence Chandy, UNICEF Director of Data, Research and
Policy.

“While governments and the private sector have made some progress in
formulating policies and approaches to eliminate the most egregious online
risks, more effort must be made to fully understand and protect children’s
online lives,” he added.

UNICEF is working with governments in the Pacific to deliver cyber safety
programmes particularly in Tonga and Samoa and provide tips to parents on how
to protect their children online.

“Collective action – by governments, the private sector, children’s
organizations, academia, families and children themselves – is needed to
level the digital playing field and ensure safer internet spaces for
children,” Mr. Chandy affirmed.

The report underscores that everyone is obliged to protect children in the
digital world, including governments, families, schools and other
institutions – with a special note that technology and telecommunication
industries have a significant responsibility to shape the impact of digital
technology on children.

UNICEF is calling for renewed urgency and cooperation among governments,
civil society, UN agencies and, most significantly, the private sector, to
put children at the centre of digital policy by coordinating global, regional
and national responses; safeguarding children’s privacy; empowering children
online through more equitable access and digital literacy; and investing in
better evidence about access, opportunities and risks for children online.

“In the time it takes to click on a link, a child somewhere begins creating a
digital trail which those not necessarily considering the child’s best
interest can follow and potentially exploit,” Mr. Chandy stressed.

“As younger and younger children join the Internet, the need to have a
serious discussion about how to keep them safe online and secure their
digital footprint becomes increasingly urgent,” he concluded.

UN chief urges Maldives to uphold rule
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of law amid rapidly unfolding
political crisis

6 February 2018 – Following the declaration of a ‘state of emergency’ in the
Maldives, after which soldiers forced their way into the Supreme Court,
United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres on Tuesday urged the
Government to uphold the rule of law and ensure the safety of the people of
the island nation.

The UN chief expressed serious concern about the unfolding situation in the
Maldives and, in statement issued by his Spokesman Stéphane Dujarric, urged
the Government to uphold the constitution and rule of law, lift the state of
emergency as soon as possible, and take all measures to ensure the safety and
security of the people in the country, including members of the judiciary.”

According to media reports, the security forces arrested the top judge after
the declaration of the state of emergency – a development following the
Supreme Court decision that ordered the release of convicted opposition
leaders and the reinstatement of 12 parliamentarians.

Over the weekend, senior UN officials called on the authorities in the
Maldives to fully respect the top court ruling, with Mr. Guterres expressing
the continued readiness of the UN to facilitate all-party talks in finding a
solution to the Indian Ocean nation’s political stalemate.
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