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In order to detect the more urgent needs of refugees, asylum-seekers and migrants
and enhance UNHCR and partners’ response to their needs, UNHCR and partners in
several locations of Chile carried out Participatory Assessment sessions (focus
groups) and interviews, that allowed UNHCR to have a deeper knowledge of the
problems and challenges that refugees and migrants face on a daily basis. See the
results and conclusions.

IN THE COVID-19 CONTEXT

RESULTS OF PARTICIPATORY
ASSESSMENTS AND INTERVIEWS 2020
Despite the difficulties and challenges that we
face worldwide due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
between 28 – 29 August, UNHCR carried out 11
participatory assessment (PA) sessions and 15
interviews with vulnerable persons of concern
with limited or no access to internet services. The
purpose of these sessions was to collect accurate
information about the protection risks faced by
refugees and migrants in the country.
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The PA sessions, conducted through different
online platforms, counted with the participation of
54 people, between 14 and 67 years old, mainly
Venezuelans, residing in the Regions of Arica and
Parinacota, Atacama, Metropolitan Region
(Santiago), O'Higgins, Bío Bío and Araucanía.
Among the issues discussed were: Migration
and/or refugee status determination (RSD)
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processes, access to fundamental rights in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, community
networks and relations, and discrimination and
violence.
Although the methodological sample is not
representative and cannot be generalized to the
entire refugee and migrant population in Chile,
the testimonies are useful to learn about
experiences and perceptions that reflect the
situations of great vulnerability that affect many of
them.
"You are the first to call me to find out how I am
... or what is happening to me," said one of the
interviewees.
MIGRATORY PROCESS AND REFUGEE STATUS
In general, the perception of participants regarding the
institutions that they have contacted to access visas or
information regarding refugee status recognition is that
the processes are very slow, and have slowed down
even more due to the COVID-19 pandemic, not entirely
clear regarding the information available and harsh in
the way they treat people.
This scenario appears as the main obstacle, which
hinders the rest of the associated processes and the
enjoyment of other rights, in particular the right to
health, education, work, residence and free movement
in the country.

ACCESS TO FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS IN THE
CONTEXT OF COVID-19
“I only have one problem with Chile, my rights (…) my
rights. I don't really know which rights do I have. I prefer
to remain silent and not ask anything, I become
invisible." This phrase mentioned by one of the
participants in the interviews reflects clearly the
situation on this matter.
Many people are not clear about their rights and
consider the issue as something of less importance,
since they do not perceive its practical benefit, and their
efforts are focused on the urgency of solving their
material needs.
There are immense differences between those who
have their migratory status regularized and those who
do not. “The problem here in Chile is that if you don't
have papers (…) then you are worth nothing", said
another of the interviewees. The legal status
determines the life experience as a migrant or refugee
in all dimensions.
Regarding the right to work, getting a job is seen by the
interviewees as the gateway to all other fundamental
rights. However, they also report that this is the area
where discrimination becomes more probable: in some
workplaces they can be object to abuses and
discrimination, due to their nationality and /or migratory
status.
" Sometimes they didn't pay me for the work I’ve done
and then they said ... ‘if you want to make a claim, I will
make you get expulsed of the country,’" said one of the
participants.
People with irregular migratory status are much more
exposed to threats, exploitation and abuse, even
reporting sometimes not having their work paid after
having done the job and the employers threaten them
to call the police if they complain or report this situation.

Many participants were not aware of the requirements
or procedures of the migration / refugee processes.
Among the interviewees, some of those who had
information already on the processes, mentioned that
their main source of information was another fellow
national already living in the country. The second
source of information was the internet.
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As for the right to housing, the main obstacles are
related to the high cost of living places in Chile, which
makes it very hard for unemployed migrants and
refugees to pay for it. Also, the lack of regularization of
their migratory situation makes it hard for them to
comply with the usual legal requirements. The latter
would lead them to have to accept high rental values
for spaces that they also share with relatives or close
friends (for example, 300,000 Chilean pesos (USD
390) for a room with a shared bathroom and kitchen.
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On a positive note, in the context of the quarantine, the
interviewees highlighted the flexibility of their
homeowners when they were not able to pay on time.
In general, access to health system and the quality of
services do not appear as a matter of concern for most
of the participants and interviewees. On the contrary,
there is a positive perception of it. This changes when
it comes to mental health. In this area, all participants
and interviewees without exception expressed disquiet.
Depression, permanent anguish, lack of hope
regarding the future, and in some, suicidal thoughts,
are part of what people describe. This is preoccupying
since the national health system has few resources and
a limited network of services. In particular, mental
health problems of young people arose as a less visible
but worrying situation.
"I'd better stay at home (...), I won’t go out to expose
myself. The least I want is to get sick, with my situation
at hand ... can you imagine," said another participant.

bad quality internet connection, were mentioned with
frustration as a deterrent to make that possible. The
latter, also seemed to interfere, at some point, with their
access to education during the quarantine.
The ties with migrant grassroots organizations is limited
to the orientation regarding regularization procedures
or help materials that the organization can provide, and
in general, there are the organizations that actively
approach newcomers.
The people interviewed also commented that they had
few links with their neighbors. In particular, LGBTIQ+
people mentioned the importance of having specific
support networks for them and safe spaces where they
can have access to information and a free of
discrimination and violence space for consultations.

Finally, regarding the right to health, transgender
participants referred to the barriers they faced to
access hormonal treatments, given they irregular
migratory status. In these cases, they recognized that
they have changed or suspended their treatments on
their own (in order to buy cheaper hormonal
medicines), without any medical supervision. This has
had for them a very negative impact in their health
condition.
COMMUNITY NETWOKS AND RELATIONS
DISCRIMINATION AND VIOLENCE
"What can I do with going to a football match and

"What scares me the most in Chile ... are the protests,"

having fun, if I don't have a job and I cannot pay the

said one of the persons interviewed, referring to the

rent. I mean ... I see myself with other needs, other

social unrest that began in the country in October 2019.

priorities", said one of the interviewees.

However, the majority emphasized that compared to

This reflects that integration into society, in a broader

the situations of violence and insecurity experienced in

sense, is seen as something secondary by adult

their countries of origin, they feel safe in Chile.

population. Adult refugees and migrants’ top priorities
are to find a job and accommodation.

"One colleague said to me you are not from here. He
looked at me and after that, he stood up and changed

However, among young participants of the PA (14 to 17

the place of his desk," said another of the interviewees.

years old), they explicitly mentioned their interest and

Some of them fear that the economy downturn caused

need of socializing and sharing experiences among

by

school and neighbor friends, both Chileans and

discriminations.

COVID-19

lockdowns,

could

deepen

these

foreigners. However, limited technological devices per
family (cell phones, tablets, laptops) and expensive,
UNHCR / October, 2020
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CONCLUSIONS
Taking into consideration all the needs of refugees and
migrants, these are the areas that UNHCR considers
important to prioritize in its future work:
-

-

-

Information regarding rights and duties of
refugees and migrants, broadly available.
Intensify emergency assistance to the
population that lacks regular.
migratory/refugee status and therefore lacks
access to other benefits.
Alliances with the private and public sector
in order to promote migrants and refugees’
hiring.
Strengthen the offer and network to respond
to mental health problems.
Increase the access to technological devices
and internet connection for young people.

-

Strengthen specialized networks that can
provide orientation and accompany
LGBTIQ+ people (transgender and people
living with HIV).

DONORS
FUNDING (AS OF 10 NOVEMBER 2020)

USD 25.6 M
requested for the UNHCR operation MCO Argentina
(incl. Chile).
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