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Migration has exerted great influence on the founding of the Argentine Republic.  As with human history, national histories are impacted by factors without awareness of which the present cannot be understood.  In Argentina’s case, migration is one such factor.  From the mid-19th century to the early 20th, Argentina received one of the world’s largest migration flows.  From 1857 to 1920, it was the country of the Americas that received most migrants, whose numbers were exceeded only in the United States.


The migration flow to Argentina generated a steep rise in population.  In 1869, the year of the first population census, Argentina had a population of 1,737,676 which, by 1914, approached 8 million, that is, 4½ times larger.


By about mid-20th century, European migration had declined.  Therefore, although the rate of migration from neighboring countries remained constant, it became more evident, and Argentina began to witness the new phenomenon of Asian migration flows.


The vast majority of migrants to Argentina arrived with sincere intent to settle.  However, authoritarianism and the foolishness of some groups within the country led them to argue that Argentina did not need migrants and that they were the source of some of our evils, such as unemployment and insecurity.


Argentina’s experience shows that restrictive migration measures are not the solution.  They have not so proven in our country and we note in connection with other countries that establishing legal barriers only generates irregularities, loss of human life, and higher profits for traffickers in persons.


It has also shown that traditional receiving countries in some circumstances become exporters of migrants.


In this framework, our country considers essential respect for the human rights of migrants, regardless of their migration status, and for states to take effective measures to promote their integration into the receiving country, eliminating all forms of discrimination, xenophobia, and/or racism.


In that context, our country has signed the International Convention for the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families, adopted under the auspices of the United Nations.  This was approved by the National Congress in December 2006, and the pertinent steps are being taken to obtain its ratification as soon as possible. 

Argentina considers that lawfulness is the foundation for all democratic societies and that legality is indispensable if aliens are to achieve full integration into the receiving society.  Therefore, it is essential for governments to find ways to establish mechanisms for ready access to regularization of migration status that make it possible to identify and regularize said status of individuals in our territories and to frustrate the illicit dealings of unscrupulous traffickers who boost their profits by taking advantage of restrictive migration policies.
For their part, we realize that it is essential, in the migration policy framework, to pay particular attention to the special needs of women migrants, children and adolescents, persons of African descent, and indigenous peoples. 

We also consider that, in the design of migration policies addressing unlawful migration, special account must be taken of the need to identify those persons who have left their countries because they require international protection and to guarantee them access to the territory of the receiving country and to efficient asylum procedures, respecting international humanitarian law and international refugee law. 

Under the present administration, Argentina has done an about-face in this area.  Our country has taken the lead with regard to protection of migrants, on the understanding that, in the 21st century, we must address the complexity of migration flows by changing the paradigm for handling international migration:  we must move from a security and border control approach–based exclusively on the nation-state concept–to a comprehensive human rights perspective, where migrants and their families are the focal point of government policies in this area.
The Argentine Republic has incorporated this new paradigm in the spirit of its migration policy, in both the provisions of the new National Migration Act, in force in our country since January 2004, and in its programs for regularization of migration status.
The new Migrations Act, the outcome of efforts to reach consensus among different government and nongovernmental sectors, reflects our country’s commitment to guarantee full respect for the human rights of migrants and their families while establishing mechanisms for ready access to regularization of migration status.
By way of example, to be noted are some paragraphs of the above-mentioned law that take account of the human rights perspective in this area:  respect for human rights and international commitments in this area (Article 3); the right to migrate (Article 4); the right to equal treatment (Articles 5, 6, and 13); the right to education, health, and information (Articles 7, 8, and 9 respectively); ready access to regularization of migration status for nationals of a MERCOSUR member or associated member as the basis for access to lawful residence (Article 23.l); mandatory judicial involvement in extradition processes (Title V, Chapter I), retention of aliens for effective expulsion as the exclusive authority of the judiciary (Title V, Chapter II); and criminalization of illicit trafficking in persons as an aggravating circumstance of that offense where the life, health, or personal integrity of the migrant has been jeopardized or where minors are involved (Chapter VI).


Based on our regional historical, geographic, and economic realities and, recognizing Argentina’s tradition as a receiving country, this law establishes mechanisms enabling migrants to have access to regularization of migration status.


An important aspect of Argentina’s reality is MERCOSUR and its associated members, a regional process that today includes Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay, Venezuela, and Argentina as full members and Chile, Bolivia, Ecuador, and Colombia as associated members.


Originally based on a tariff approach, said regional process has now gone further than trade and is pursuing a higher objective:  to achieve the well-being of its peoples, addressing its peoples in their human dimension rather than exclusively as participants in economic processes.


From that perspective, in 1996, the Meeting of Ministers of the Interior of MERCOSUR members and associated members was created to work to adopt consensus-based measures in areas related to this state portfolio, identifying two major areas:  migration and security.


As outcomes of joint efforts by the countries of this bloc, headway has been made in both areas toward policies based on the necessary respect for human rights and the quest for the well-being of our peoples.


The Meeting of Ministers of the Interior of MERCOSUR and associated members has become a space where, as part of the regional process, democratic governments of the countries of the bloc address the topic of migration.  In MERCOSUR’s Santiago Declaration on Migration Principles, signed on May 17, 2004, we speak of acknowledging the important contribution of migrants to the formation of our states; indicate that it is a priority for our governments to respect their rights; reject mass expulsions; affirm that irregularity of migratory status is not a criminal offense; and call on other regions of the world to accord our citizens the same treatment we accord theirs.

No less important is the fact that the affirmations contained in the preceding paragraph emanated from the Ministers of the Interior of the region who also have competence for security-related topics.  When in other regions of the world doors close to migration on the pretext of crime and terrorism, in MERCOSUR we have proven sufficiently mature to take up the challenge of security by admitting domestic shortcomings, rather than shifting the blame to migrants. 

Today, when we speak of “good migration practice,” we consider that we cannot fail to examine what has been done by MERCOSUR in this area based on the fundamental principle of respect for human rights, without discrimination as to religion, nationality, or race.
The conclusion of the Agreement on Residency of MERCOSUR and Associated Members was a milestone in the history of the integration of the Southern Common Market.  The countries of the bloc are now aligning their domestic legislation with this agreement, which enables individuals born in one country of the bloc to obtain regular migration status in another through a procedure based solely on the petitioner’s nationality and lack of criminal record.

Argentina understands that this is the right path.  Accordingly, without waiting for the provision to come into force within the bloc, and without requiring reciprocity, it has implemented the National Program for Migration Document Regularization, which popular wisdom has simplified to a title of great meaning to the Argentine mind:  “Patria Grande.” 

From April 17, 2006 to January 18, 2007, the “Patria Grande” program enabled 333,011 aliens living in the federal capital and Greater Buenos Aires to regularize their migration status.  It is thought that over the next few months, this figure will rise to 700,000 as the program is being extended nationwide.

A fundamental pillar of the program is direct involvement in registration by three societal entities:  the provinces, municipalities, and civil society organizations, which forward registrations to the National Office on Migration.  98 data reception points directly in contact with migrants now interact with the government.
It should be noted that, for this to happen a government invitation had to be issued for the collaboration of the Church, unions, organizations representing migrants, and national NGOs, which ceased merely to announce or defend the rights of migrants and became fundamental stakeholders in the process.


Without the intervention of the organizations mentioned in the preceding paragraph, the National Office on Migration would have been unable to regularize in 60 days the migration status of the 184,351 persons whose migration status was regularized under the Patria Grande program.  Instead, it would have needed some 667 days.


It may be affirmed that the Patria Grande program is not an amnesty or of limited effectiveness.  Rather, it seeks to be state policy and will henceforth be in force for MERCOSUR nationals now in Argentine territory and those to enter in the future.  It even enables petitioners to perform the procedures in our consulates in their countries of origin and enter Argentine territory with established residency.


To obtain this benefit, petitioners need only demonstrate nationality of a MERCOSUR member or associated member and have no criminal record.  In return, they receive temporary residence for two years, after which they obtain permanent residence.


It should be noted that the other countries comprising MERCOSUR and its associated countries congratulated the Argentine Republic for its implementation of the Patria Grande program and acceded to it in a declaration signed to that end in the framework of the Meeting of Ministers of the Interior of the bloc, indicating their commitment to apply similar mechanisms.


In paragraphs above, we referred to the need for consistency of migration policy with reality and not with preconceptions.  Here it is well to refer to the topic of unemployment and the impact of foreign nationals.


When, initially with the new migration policy, we sought to regularize the migration status of undocumented aliens, many voices were raised warning that these types of measures would add to the already alarming unemployment levels.  In third quarter 2003, the unemployment rate was 16.3%. From 1992 to 2003, 156,000 aliens had obtained lawful permanent residence in Argentina, i.e., some 13,000 per year.


Since, in the mid-1990s, unemployment had emerged as a problem, blame was naturally assigned to a lack of adequate restrictions in migration policy.  Some continued to credit the “migrant = cause of unemployment” equation, despite studies whose calculations showed that aliens had a less than half a point impact on the unemployment rate.

From 2003 to date in 2006, as a result of the new migration policy, some 334,300 aliens have obtained lawful residence in Argentina.  For its part, according to information prepared by the official statistics agency, INDEC, in second quarter 2006, unemployment had declined to 10.4%.
This contrasts starkly with the equation mentioned above.  Economic growth and higher employment levels are more closely related to sound economic policies than to reduction of migration flows.
Another point, this time related to the security issue:  knowing that a number of aliens are present in the territory without knowing their identity is, as a security matter, a greater concern than is allowing them to regularize their migration status.

In fact, if migrants are allowed to regularize their status through a simple procedure requiring them to demonstrate lack of criminal record, their presence in the territory is rendered transparent, they are identified, individuals recover their identities, and, if a crime is committed, they can be located and, if appropriate, deported.

In this context, the Argentine Republic has indicated in different forums that the issue of security and migration must be addressed from a perspective of rights so that such measures as may be adopted as a concession to international security do not negatively impact the effective exercise of the fundamental human rights of migrants.
To conclude, some reflections on migration in general.

Migration is a natural phenomenon as old as humankind.  However, in a highly interdependent international context with unrestricted movements of capital, paradoxically, the right to migrate is a topic of discussion more often than ever before.
Countries which, only a few years ago, exported large numbers of migrants are now receiving countries.  Nations that traditionally received migrants are witnessing the migration of their nationals.  States that based their development on foreign labor now consider it undesirable.

The fact that men and women seek better lives should not be a matter of reproach, much less something to be sanctioned.  It is a matter of reproach that international society as a whole is unable to provide solutions to the problem.

We, the states involved in this issue, must work on mechanisms for technical and economic cooperation not as something to be desired but rather as something that must be realized.


The Argentine Republic has participated in different international forums that addressed the migration issue, seeking to establish the need for a human rights approach.  To that end, it intervened in the United Nations High-Level Dialogue on International Migration and Development – where it presented a position paper on the topic; the Ibero-American Meeting on Migration; and the XVI Ibero-American Summit, in Montevideo.  More recently, at the preparatory meeting of the Global Forum on Migration, held in Brussels, in January 2007, prior to the meeting of the Forum to be held in July 2007, the delegation of Argentina strove to ensure inclusion of the human rights of migrants as an agenda item.  In that context, we urge the countries of the region to work jointly to that end, with the understanding that we can and must no longer fail to take a human rights approach to the migration issue.


Spaces such as that provided by the Inter-American Program for the Promotion and Protection of the Human Rights of Migrants are ideal for such a purpose.
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