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(Summary)

Migration and Refugee Policy of
Trinidad and Tobago:
Problems and Challenges Regarding
Venezuelan Migrant and Refugee Crisis

Mika SUZUKI

The aim of this article is to examine the problems and challenges of mi-
gration and refugee policy of Trinidad and Tobago (T&T) with regards to
receiving immigrants, asylum seekers and refugees from Venezuela against
a backdrop of economic, political and social crisis in Venezuela. It explains
the difference between T&T and neighboring Latin American and the Carib-
bean countries, concerning responses to this migrant and refugee crisis
through analysis of recent measures, existing legislations and policy, and re-
actions from the international community.

Since the latter half of 2010s, T&T has been facing a massive influx of
people from Venezuela just like its neighbors. This small island country in
the Caribbean is now the largest receiving country of Venezuelans per capi-
ta. According to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR), approximately 20,000 persons applied for asylum in
T&T by February 2021 and Venezuelan nationals accounted for 86%.

Latin American countries adopted the Cartagena Declaration on Refugees

in 1984 after dealing with massive numbers of refugees as a result of op-
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pression and persecution by the military governments in South America,
and confusion and destruction caused by the Central American Crisis. They
made a decision to extend the definition of refugees from the one stipulated
in the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (1951) and the Proto-
col Relating to the Status of Refugees (1967). This allows a broader cate-
gory of persons in need of international protection to be considered as refu-
gees. As of now, 14 countries in Latin America incorporated this definition
into their domestic laws. With respect to Venezuelans, many countries in the
region have implemented relatively generous and flexible measures for Ven-
ezuelans by granting temporary protected status, issuing special visa and
making the most of existing programs and agreements.

T&T is also a state party of the above-mentioned Convention and Proto-
col. In 1994 its parliament adopted a refugee policy. However, it still
doesn’t have legislations for the protection of immigrants, asylum seekers
and refugees. The authority needs to apply the stipulations written in the
outdated Immigration Act of 1976 when dealing with Venezuelan Migrant
and Refugee Crisis.

Unlike Latin American countries, T&T hasn't extended the definition of
refugees according to the stipulation in the Cartagena Declaration. The gov-
ernment adopts a stern policy to regard anyone who enters the country
through illicit means as an illegal immigrant. It considers that the majority
of Venezuelans are economic immigrants and has taken a negative stance on
receiving and assisting them.

However, having faced a rapid increase of Venezuelans, in April 2019 the
Dr Rowley administration decided to set an amnesty for registered Venezue-
lans for a period of 1 year. As a result of the government's exercise without
any assistance from the international community, 16,523 Venezuelans com-

pleted the registration, which was below the estimate. Although the amnesty
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period was expired in December 2020, the T&T government decided to ex-
tend it for another 6 months in consideration of the impact of COVID-19.
From the responses of the Trinidadian government toward the unprece-
dented crisis, the following problems and challenges of its Migration and
Refugee Policy were revealed: a lack of refugee related legislations, slip-
shod immigration and residence management system, and lack of interest in
migrant and refugee issues in T&T, insufficient support system for immi-
grants and refugees, lack of communications between the Trinidadian gov-
ernment and the international community. At the same time, this study
shows that the stance of T&T results from the peculiar situation of the coun-
try as a small island development state, non-interference and non-interven-
tion policy of its government and the Caribbean Community (CARICOM)..
Meanwhile, looking at the increase of accidents at sea, unjust deporta-
tions by Trinidadian law enforcement agencies and precarious situation of
Venezuelans in T&T, it is obvious that not only the existing Immigration
Act should be revised but the refugee related legislations need to be estab-
lished as soon as possible. It is necessary for the T& T government to review

the definition of refugee when revising and establishing these laws.



