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Topic 1: Protecting Seafaring Migrants 

Background: 

Seafaring migrants are those who are fleeing from economic depression, political 

repression, conflicts, dramatic changes and/or natural disasters through transportation by sea. In 

2014 alone the United Nations recognized over 340,000 migrants risking overseas travel to 

escape poverty and conflict zones. Overseas migration is often dangerous and deadly, with 

horrible traveling conditions and high rates of casualties. 

In 2015 alone, the UNHCR estimates that over 1 million migrants attempted to cross the 

Mediterranean Sea to seek refuge in Europe. Of these migrants, almost 4,000 drowned before 

they completed the journey. Recent years have seen a sharp increase in the number of migrants 

attempting to cross the Mediterranean Sea, with crossings from Turkey to Greece and from 

North Africa to Italy remaining the most traveled routes. These numbers can largely be attributed 

to conflicts in several North African and West Asian nations, including Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, 

and Libya. 1 out of every 2 Mediterranean Sea migrants in 2015 were Syrians, while 20 percent 

were Afghans and 7 percent were Iraqis. 

While the seafaring migrant dilemma is most prevalent in Europe, there have also been 

problems with overseas migration in Southeast Asia and the Caribbean as well. In May 2015, at 

least 7,000 Muslim Rohingya and Bangladeshi migrants were found to be drifting in “rickety” 

boats on the Bay of Bengal and the Andaman Sea in an attempt to escape poverty and 

persecution in Myanmar. The migrants were suffering from horrible living conditions as well as 

a lack of food, fuel, and water. Despite the horrible plight of the migrants, there were multiple 



 
  

   

 

2 
 

EHSMUN Advanced 
October 15-16, 2016 UNHCR 

documented instances in which the navies of Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand turned away 

migrant boats without even providing humanitarian assistance. Seafaring migrants are also 

frequent in the Caribbean, with over 3.5 million Caribbean immigrants recorded in the U.S. in 

2009, including Cubans, Haitians, Dominicans, and Jamaicans. 

In the international community, several countries including the United States, the United 

Kingdom, Norway, Germany and Australia have policies that criminalize captains who fail to 

provide assistance to those in need. However, many member states are not accepting migrants, 

but instead arresting them once they come ashore. Other states, such as the aforementioned 

Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand, have blatantly refused refugees in some cases, with their 

coast guard refusing to give any aid whatsoever. 

Throughout the migration process, seafaring migrants are at an extremely high risk of 

becoming victims of human trafficking and smuggling that is directly correlated with criminal 

networks. In oceans especially off the borders of Africa, seafaring migrants are susceptible to 

abuse and exploitation perpetrated by their smugglers. For instance, officials have noticed that 

Libyan smuggling gangs are using riskier and riskier tactics to profit from migrants who are 

desperate to reach safety in Europe. In one incident, a Libyan smuggling gang maximized its 

profits by using an overloaded boat to tow another crowded, engineless craft, which eventually 

sank on June 2, 2016 along with hundreds of Eritreans. Seafaring migrants also must face great 

hardships as they are on overcrowded, poorly equipped and neglected boats. Being in this poor 

living environment can cause various diseases such as malaria and communicable diseases, and 

could possibly lead to epidemics, mortality, and/or rejection from an arrival nation. 
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United Nations Involvement: 

Although a fairly recent issue, the United Nations specifically the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees has been extremely active in Geneva-based conventions advocating 

for seafaring migrants. Aside from the UNHCR, international organizations such as the 

International Maritime Organization, the Emergency Response Team (ERT) and the Workshop 

on Emergency Management (WEM) were created to protect the basic human rights of these 

seafaring migrants. These asylum seekers risk extreme peril when migrating through these 

oceans, so the UN wanted to ensure the safety of the migrants as well as to uphold the 

humanitarian formalities of the nations accepting the seafaring migrants. These workshops have 

provided information as well as assembled emergency teams to seafaring migrants in need. The 

workshops are also working closely with the international community preparing them to accept 

the seafaring migrants. Also, the United Nations is extensively encouraging member states to 

accept the migrants who are seeking asylum. 

The UNHCR’s 2014 dialogue in Geneva created a policy forum focused on Protection at 

Sea. Recently in July of 2015, the United Nations Human Rights Council adopted Resolution 

A/HRC/RES/29/2 titled Protection of the Human Rights of Migrants: Migrants in Transit that 

spotlights the “promotion and protection of the human rights of all migrants, including migrants 

in transit, without discrimination of any kind, and to this end to provide assistance and relief to 

migrants who need it, regardless of their immigration status, and to create a safe and enabling 

environment in which individuals and organizations that provide such attention can operate free 

from hindrance and insecurity.” Throughout the entirety of the United Nations there have been 

numerous conventions created to protect seafaring migrants and refugees such as the Convention 



 
  

   

 

4 
 

EHSMUN Advanced 
October 15-16, 2016 UNHCR 

on the Law of the Sea, the Convention for the Safety of Life on Sea, the Convention on Maritime 

Search and Rescue and the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. These conventions 

have established protocols that protect the seafaring migrants’ basic human rights as well as their 

immigration status. The conventions have deemed successful as the protocols they have 

established have been adopted by several member states. They have also obtained information on 

seafaring migrants for the international community to be more aware of the issue. These 

conventions and programs are also contributing to create a universal definition of seafaring 

migrants as many member states are mistaking them for immigrants rather than migrants. Overall 

the United Nations is declaring this issue as extremely serious and should be dealt with in a 

professional, united manner. 

 

Questions to Consider: 

1. What prevents migrants from seeking asylum in safer ways other than seafaring 

migration? 

2. Who should be responsible for accepting asylum seeking migrants who are rescued at 

sea? 

3. What are some preventive measures that should be taken to crack down of criminal 

enterprises that prey of seafaring migrants? 

4. Which areas of the world are most affected by this issue? 

 

 

 

 



 
  

   

 

5 
 

EHSMUN Advanced 
October 15-16, 2016 UNHCR 

Works Cited: 

Africa: As Number of Seafaring Migrants Surges, UN Calls for Better Global Protection Efforts. 

 All-Africa Global Media. All-Africa. US News Service. December 10th, 2014. Web. 

Kumin, Judith. The Challenge of Mixed Migration by Sea. Forced Migration Review. Web. 

 US News Service. Refworld: Seafaring Migrants. United Nations Refugee Agency. May 

 25th, 2015. Web. 

Newland, Kathleen. Troubled Waters: Rescue of Asylum Seekers and Refugees at Sea. 

 Migration Policy Institute. January 1st, 2003. Web. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
  

   

 

6 
 

EHSMUN Advanced 
October 15-16, 2016 UNHCR 

 

Topic 2: Central American Refugees 

Background: 

 Emerging in spring of 2014, the Central American Refugee crisis has posed a pressing 

humanitarian issue, leaving a multitude of families and individuals seeking asylum. Currently, 

the nations of Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador are facing government and economic 

struggles that are the main causes of the corruption and migration out of the regions. These 

three countries make up what is called the “Northern Triangle Region” and are all noted to be 

scaled within the top five homicide rates in the world, Honduras being the first. Increasing rates 

of extreme violence, poverty, and oppression are giving citizens incentives to seek asylum in 

Mexico and the United States in order to provide a safer life for themselves and 

families.  Statistics show that “since 2008, UNHCR has recorded a nearly fivefold increase in 

asylum-seekers arriving in the US from the Northern Triangle.”  Together, the United States and 

Mexico have arrested nearly one million immigrants from the Northern Triangle, deporting 

approximately eighty percent of them. Women and children make up the majority of this percent, 

seeing that they face abuse, rape, abduction and murder in many instances. While they are 

desperately searching for security and refuge, the US and Mexico are actively deporting 

hundreds of thousands back to their home nation, posing a threat to the lives of the innocent 

travelers. According to U.S. government statistics over 80% of women from these nations who 

were interviewed by United States authorities claim had a “a credible fear of persecution or 

torture and were allowed to pursue their claims for asylum in the United States.” With the 
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migration and deportation coexisting, oppressed individuals from the Northern Triangle are 

losing hope in a better life.  

 Looking to combat the influx of refugees, the United States and Mexico have constituted 

a variety of programs to maintain their overall populations in their borders. First, the Department 

of Homeland Security worked alongside President Obama to construct an “aggressive deterrence 

strategy” in order to warn immigrants about the risks of illegal immigration and accelerate 

deportations. Next, In July of 2014, a Danger and Awareness Program was launched under the 

Customs and Border Protection (CBP) which attempted to deter immigrants from looking for 

asylum within the US and Mexico by warning them of the hardships that they will be exposed to 

on their journey’s. Furthermore, Mexico initiated a “Southern Border Program” which was 

supported by the United States and increased the number of deportations by 117% from 2013 to 

2014. Putting this in numbers, before the program was implemented, roughly 18,169 

deportations took place and after, almost 107,900 were carried out. These efforts have shown 

their effectiveness and have been acknowledged by Obama, however some state that they have 

posed many human rights violations including the lack of protection or status in any of these 

nations. Often times, the refugees are hoping to find comfort in private owned NGO’s or 

churches to aid them on their migrations.   Other preventative measures have been taken by the 

US and Mexico in hopes to monitor their populations, however this is leaving displaced people 

hopeless and struggling.  

UN Involvement: 

Seeing that the heart of the issue begun in 2014, the United Nations has taken a limited 

approach to assist the Central American Refugee crisis. Despite discussion regarding efforts, 
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they have not proven many effective solutions, seeing that the issue is still very prevalent. 

Providing framework to the plans and intentions of the UN, 1999 A/55/12 specifically refers to 

Central America, stating:  “UNHCR intensified its efforts to involve returnees and their 

communities with governmental and nongovernmental actors and advocated for the inclusion of 

returnee communities in national and regional plans.” Furthermore, in order to decrease 

corruption and danger within the Northern Triangle government’s, UNHCR claims that they will 

be providing government reinforcement and support to decrease multitude of people who are 

fleeing. Due to the seemingly constant deportations from the US and Mexico, UNHCR struggles 

to provide these individuals with the opportunity to access proper asylum procedures, seeing that 

they are facing rejection. By looking to other nations that will be willing to accept these refugees, 

UNHCR believes that they will reach the possibility of the asylum seekers to find temporary or 

permanent comfort. According to UNHCR, even with positive intentions to aid these displaced 

individuals, the challenges lie within the effort to not infringe on national sovereignty, risks of 

human trafficking, providing proper attention to child migrants without parental supervision, and 

alternatives to detention for these stateless and displaced people.  

A current, notable discussion and plan to combat the crisis is emerging from the United 

States and the UN.  Together, they are working towards a decline in illegal immigrants while still 

allowing aid towards refugees fleeing and seeking refuge within US borders. In order to properly 

carry out this goal, they are planning the implementation of temporary processing centers within 

nations bordering or near to the Northern Triangle. Along with providing safety, these centers 

will allow UN screenings on each individual to examine their readiness or appropriateness to 

obtain refugee status in the United States. According to the Obama Administration, they are 
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looking to provide refugee status annually to approximately 9,000 individuals from each of the 

Northern Triangle nations.  Although seemingly minimal progress has been made with this crisis, 

the United Nations shows willingness to continue striving towards providing a better life to 

Central American refugees.  

 

Questions to Consider: 

1. How has your country dealt with refugees in the past? Does your country border or 

surround affected nations? 

2. Can solutions be attained that provide refugees asylum in nations other than the US and 

Mexico? 

3. Considering the crisis is newly emerged, how can new actions be built off of previous 

plans of the United Nations?  

4. Does your country accept refugees currently? Based on their policy, would they be 

willing to help aid this specific crisis? 

5. If your country does not accept refugees, what are the regulations/reasons they are not 

accepted? Space, finances, time, interactions with other nations, etc.? Focus on specifics.  

6. How can nations involved influence other nations to become involved and provide 

support to the crisis in the Northern Triangle? In what ways can they model previous 

actions?  
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