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Cities of Solidarity: local
integration in Latin America
Fabio Varoli
Latin America has long had a reputation for offering asylum to
those fleeing persecution. The Cities of Solidarity programme
provides a concrete mechanism for providing not only asylum but
full local integration.
When the first group of Palestinian
refugees arrived in April 2008 in La
Calera, a city of 60,000 inhabitants in
central Chile, it was a great event. The
central square was filled with people
as the people of Calera gave their new
neighbours a warm and emotional
reception. This was a deeply moving
experience for the refugees who,
just three days previously, had been
living in the extreme conditions of
Al Tanf – a camp in the desert on
the border between Syria and Iraq.
La Calera is one of the many cities in
the ‘southern cone’ of Latin America
that has joined the self-sufficiency
and integration programme
known as ‘Ciudades Solidarias’
(Cities of Solidarity) under the
Mexico Plan of Action.1 Municipal
governments – such as La Calera –
and UNHCR commit to a cooperation
framework to ensure international
protection, local integration and
assistance for asylum seekers.
The municipality accepts
responsibility for identifying the
needs of refugees and asylum
seekers, evaluating the conditions
in which they find themselves in
their territory and establishing plans
of action to address their needs.
The municipal authorities appoint
staff specifically to support their
local integration through social
programmes such as family welfare
payments, emergency housing
plans, food policy plans, support
for small businesses and integration
into the education system.
“Collaboration between the
Municipality of Santiago and the
Vicaría de Pastoral Social [the social
welfare agency of the Archdiocese
of Santiago],” says Veronica Vargas,
the Vicaría’s coordinator, “has led
to a programme of community
action in Yungay district which is

having a significant impact socially
for the refugees who live in this
popular area of the Chilean capital.
Not only are public programmes
of action successfully addressing
the specific needs of the refugees
but we are also seeing all types of
cultural and educational community
projects, which have encouraged
the spontaneous coming together
of the refugee population and local
residents. This is very important if
refugees are to take the first steps
towards integration in our country.”
Particular attention is given to
the inclusion in municipal school
programmes of child and adolescent
asylum seekers and refugees
(especially when unaccompanied
or separated from their families).
Similarly, immediate assistance is
given to women considered to be at
risk. Continuity, monitoring and the
integrated nature of interventions
are promoted through a committee
made up of various departments of
the municipal government, UNHCR
and its operating partners, and other
institutions involved in pursuing
durable solutions for refugees.
Generally, the agreements between
UNHCR and the municipal
authorities under the Cities of
Solidarity programme are ratified by
the municipal council and become
public policies that remain in force
through any changes in public
administration.
The importance of these agreements
is not limited to refugee access to
state social programmes on an equal
footing with nationals. The signing
of these agreements takes place at
public events with media coverage.
This provides visibility and has
helped to create a more positive and
open attitude to refugees. It has also
allowed many refugees to establish

networks within the community
and direct relationships with public
officials in the various services.
This in turn has enabled refugees
to go through the administrative
procedures necessary to obtain
documentation and apply for
subsidies and to take an active role
in finding employment or housing.

Innovative framework for solidarity
Agreements with municipalities
make explicit reference to the Mexico
Plan of Action and to the Cities of
Solidarity programme. The Mexico
Plan of Action, signed by 20 Latin
American countries in 2004, gave
governments and civil society
organisations on the continent a
renewed strategic and operational
framework that defined “the main
challenges to the protection of
refugees and other persons in
need of international protection
today in Latin America” and
identified “courses of action to assist
countries of asylum in the search
for appropriate solutions within the
pragmatic and principled spirit of the
Cartagena Declaration on Refugees.”
The Cities of Solidarity programme
is without doubt one of the most
novel components of the Mexico Plan
of Action. It arose from the fact that
refugees and asylum seekers tend to
settle in the cities – both large and
small – of Latin America, particularly
in the southern cone. “Latin America
can help promote and put into action
the concept of protection for persons
of concern in urban situations,” says
Marta Juárez, director of UNHCR’s
Bureau for the Americas. “There are
valuable examples of refugees who
have successfully integrated in many
locations in Latin America where
communities have been welcoming
and where local government is
working effectively to support them.”
The achievement of self-sufficiency
and local integration of refugees
has continued to be one of the major
challenges for programmes for the
care of refugees in Latin America.
Refugees face complex socio-
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Welcoming Palestinian refugees to La Calera, Chile.

economic situations where they have
to compete with other disadvantaged
sectors of their host communities.
In addition, the programmes for
refugees traditionally implemented
by UNHCR and its operating
partners have been executed with a
predominantly ‘assistentialist’ and
patriarchal perspective, unrelated to
local realities and social networks.
Cities of Solidarity programmes, on
the other hand, promote a different
attitude towards the urban context.
The city is presented as an open
space and a place for opportunities
to be explored and exploited. Beyond
providing short-term support for the
refugee or asylum seeker, UNHCR
and its partners look for interaction
with community networks and public
social programmes, recognising the
fundamental role of local, municipal
or district public administrations in
caring for refugees. It is therefore

essential in the
first instance
to encourage
public officials
to recognise the
particular situation
of refugees and the
differences that
exist with other
migratory groups
and, in the long
term, for them
to incorporate
these perspectives
in local public
agenda. Effective
local integration is
achieved through
the execution of
public policies that
take account of the
social, economic
and cultural rights
of refugees as well
as their obligations.

Municipal and/
or regional
governments
have become key
actors in enabling
refugees to achieve
a decent standard
of living and
to enjoy their
fundamental rights
and for UNHCR
and its partners
it is increasingly
important to
make alliances with these local
administrations. For UNHCR
offices in each of the countries,
implementation of Cities of Solidarity
agreements means extending
institutional capacity building to
include regional and municipal
entities as well as the central and
ministerial levels. Work done to
date with these cities indicates
that it is not sufficient to establish
a regulatory and legal framework
that protects the rights of refugees;
rather, it is fundamentally important
to guarantee the conditions and
mechanisms so that public policies
are both defined and implemented
effectively, entirely on a local level.

Political and personal will to protect
However, the issue of ‘solidarity’ has
also played a fundamental role in
local public administrations taking
on commitments, both personally
and institutionally. Ever since Latin

America became a community of
independent countries, its peoples
have opened their doors innumerable
times to persecuted neighbours
fleeing their homelands. As reflected
in the introduction to the Mexico
Plan of Action, Latin America is
recognised internationally for its
generous tradition of asylum. It
has been able to deal with its own
refugees creatively and pragmatically,
providing examples of how political
will, regional solidarity and shared
responsibility are essential principles
in the provision of protection and
the pursuit of durable solutions.2
The memories of mass violations
perpetrated during the brutal
military dictatorships of the 1970s
and 1980s are still in the collective
consciousness of many Latin
Americans. Tens of thousands of
people were forced to leave their
countries to save their lives and the
international community opened
its arms and offered them every
opportunity to integrate and to heal
their wounds. Many of those who
benefited then from international
protection have returned to their
own countries to rebuild democracy
and are today important agents in
the political and social lives of their
countries. Many leading officials in
countries such as Chile, Argentina
and Uruguay have personally
experienced asylum and the benefits
of international solidarity. It is
therefore easy to understand why
there is currently an exceptionally
favourable disposition toward
tackling the issue of refugees.
The Mayor of Montevideo, Ricardo
Ehrilch, on signing the agreement
to make Montevideo a City of
Solidarity, stated that, having been
a refugee himself, he had personal
reasons to promote the agreement
with UNHCR, mentioning the need
to give back to the international
community as much as had been
received by those Uruguayans
forced to flee in search of protection
during the dictatorship.
In La Calera, meanwhile, local
councillors won the immediate
backing of various sectors of the
local community such as the Arab
clubs, the Palestinian women’s
associations and a network of
volunteers created spontaneously to
receive and accompany the refugees
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due to arrive from the Syrian-Iraqi
desert. The extent of the mobilisation
exceeded all UNHCR’s expectations.
According to Roberto Chahuan,
mayor of La Calera, the reception
organised for the Palestinian
refugees was an outstanding display
of solidarity involving not only
Chileans of Arab descent but the
whole community. There were many
offers of help. Each refugee child
was sponsored by a Chilean family,
for example, and private companies
offered employment opportunities.
He explains: “We are very proud
of being a city of solidarity because
Chileans, and Chileans of Palestinian
origin in particular, owe a historical
debt of gratitude to the international
community. For this reason we did
not hesitate for a moment to open
our city’s gates to refugees when
UNHCR asked us to do so.”
While the Cities of Solidarity
programme represents a novel
strategy offering refugees better
options and opportunities for local
integration, the cities involved
must go much further than the
declarations of principles contained
in the agreements. Plans of Action
made by municipalities are the
departure point for a complex
process, the implementation of which
is a long-term challenge that must be
adequately accompanied, monitored
and evaluated as it develops.
Fabio Varoli (varoli@unhcr.org) is Senior
Liaison Officer at UNHCR in Chile.
1. http://www.acnur.org/biblioteca/pdf/3453.pdf
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2. http://www.acnur.org/biblioteca/pdf/3868.pdf

Michelle Bachelet, outgoing Chilean
president, welcomes a young representative
of the Palestinian refugees upon their
arrival in Chile, at a ceremony in the
presidential residence of la Moneda.

City of Sanctuary –
a UK initiative for
hospitality
Jonathan Darling, Craig Barnett and Sarah Eldridge
It is often argued that in the UK the dispersal of asylum seekers
has led to increased social tensions and threats to ‘community
cohesion’. This article challenges this view by showing how a local
social movement is encouraging cities to be proud of their status
as potential sanctuaries.
Since the decision in 1999 to disperse
asylum seekers to a number of
towns and cities across the UK, it
has been argued that British cities
have offered an indifferent and
often hostile response to those in
need of refuge. Yet this overlooks
a range of daily acts of welcome
offered across these dispersal sites.
Highlighting and celebrating such
positive examples of welcome is
the aim of the City of Sanctuary
movement. This movement not only
offers a chance for individuals and
groups to challenge the way the
asylum debate is framed in the UK
but is also concerned with creating
a culture in which the virtues of
welcome and hospitality are valued
and through which asylum seekers
and refugees are free to make a full
contribution to their cities and to
engage with local communities.
The City of Sanctuary movement
originated in Sheffield in the north
of England in 2005 and began
with a group of people organising
a series of local community
meetings to garner support for
the idea, with local businesses,
organisations and community
groups being asked to support a
resolution stating that they “welcome
asylum seekers and refugees”.
In 2007 Sheffield became the UK’s
first official City of Sanctuary
when the City Council agreed
to support the movement. A
manifesto was drawn up, outlining
key areas of concern for asylum
seekers and refugees in the city,
and was adopted by the Council in
February 2009. In November 2009
Sheffield celebrated the signing of
its 100th supporting organisation.

Since 2007, the movement has grown
into a network of fifteen towns and
cities currently working towards
City of Sanctuary status.1 The precise
dynamics of the initiative and the
activities undertaken are different
in each locality due to the grassroots
nature of this work but there are
a number of key characteristics
that distinguish the movement.
Firstly, the movement emphasises
the contributions asylum seekers
and refugees have made to British
cities, along with the role British
citizens can play in welcoming
these new arrivals. For example, the
Sheffield group has invited people to
suggest practical ways for welcoming
refugees,2 whilst the ‘Building
Sanctuary in Swansea’ exhibition
showed writing and images to
highlight how refugees and asylum
seekers have contributed to the city.
Secondly, it creates opportunities for
local communities to meet and form
relationships with those seeking
sanctuary by staging a range of
events to enable asylum seekers
and refugees to communicate their
experiences to different audiences.
These include a ‘Stories of Sanctuary’
event in Bradford and a blogging
workshop and training with local
radio stations in Sheffield. Alongside
this, the movement establishes
events where local communities
and asylum seekers and refugees
can interact on an informal basis,
such as a traditional British dance
and a music concert in Sheffield.
Thirdly, it aims to offer a positive
vision of hospitality within local
communities, and in doing so

