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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the stories of resettlement and integration of Colombian
refugees in New Zealand. Colombian refugees began their resettlement in New
Zealand in 2007 referred by the UNHCR and accepted by the government of New
Zealand. The lack of academic research focused solely on Colombian refugees in
New Zealand was the main motivation to carry out this study. This research aims to
explore the challenges that affect the successful integration of Colombian refugees
in New Zealand. It was driven by a pragmatic question of what can be done to

improve their integration in New Zealand.

The qualitative methodological approach of this study was an ethnographic
collection of oral stories. Ethnography and oral history research methodology were
the most effective way of documenting the experiences of Colombian refugees in
New Zealand because it permitted me to collect and present the stories of the
participants in a chronological order. Additional data collection methods included
focus group and participants' diaries. This study collected the resettlement stories

of 13 former Colombian refugees resettled in New Zealand.

The findings of this research indicated that former Colombian refugees are
integrated into New Zealand. However, some of them are better integrated and
adapted than others, but all of them feel love and much appreciation for New
Zealand. In fact, Colombian refugees consider New Zealand as their second home
and also identify themselves as Colombians, Ecuadorians and Kiwis. Nevertheless,
they think that New Zealand has several shortcomings in its refugee resettlement

programme. The findings of this study also show that Colombian refugees in New



Zealand face many challenges that put in risk their successful integration into the

country.

This thesis contributes new knowledge about the resettlement of Colombian
refugees in New Zealand and suggests ways to improve the resettlement of new
refugees in the country. It opens the door for conducting new studies on refugees

and immigrants in New Zealand and worldwide.

Keywords: Colombian Refugees, resettlement, integration, resettlement challenges,

discrimination, resignation, reconciliation, exiles.
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CHAPTER ONE: OVERVIEW

1.1 Introduction

This research focuses on Colombian refugees and their resettlement and
integration stories in New Zealand. According to New Zealand Immigration (2016),
Colombian refugees have been arriving in the country since 2007. By the end of July
2016, New Zealand had 809 Colombian refugees resettled from Ecuador where they
were recognised as urban refugees by the Ecuadorian government (Ministry of
Health, 2012). An urban refugee is a refugee who lives in an urban area rather than
in a refugee camp. It is important to note that in Ecuador there are no refugee
camps. Therefore, all refugees in Ecuador are considered as urban refugees.
Thousands of Colombians have fled from Colombia to Ecuador because of the armed
conflict that the country has faced for almost six decades. Once recognised as
refugees in Ecuador, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
makes the recommendation or referral of some refugees to the New Zealand
government, for them to be resettled in New Zealand.

This research collected the experiences of 13 Colombian refugees in their
process of resettlement and integration in New Zealand. The study used a
gualitative methodological approach of an oral history methodology (ethnographic-
a collection of oral stories). As data collection methods, | have used oral history

interviews, a focus group and participants' personal diaries.



1.2 Purpose and Significance of the Research

This research project explores the challenges that affect the integration of
Colombian refugees in New Zealand. It is driven by a pragmatic question of what
can be done to improve their integration in New Zealand. The literature research
has identified a significant gap in the research about Colombian refugees in New
Zealand.

Although there has been some research on Colombian refugees in New
Zealand, some information is not accurate. For example, according to the Ministry
of Health (2012) “refugees from Colombia have been arriving in New Zealand since
2008” (p. 33). In fact, according to The Refugee and Protection Unit (2017), 29
Colombian refugees arrived in New Zealand between 2007 to 2008; one participant
in this study affirms that she arrived in New Zealand in 2007 with other Colombian
refugees.

As a former Colombian refugee who arrived in New Zealand from Ecuador in
2008 and my own experience of (re)settling in New Zealand society, | am uniquely
positioned to present an insider’s view on the struggles and challenges faced by my

compatriots.

1.2.1 Main Objective:

The aims and objective of this research project are:
e To explore the challenges that affect the integration of Colombian refugees

in New Zealand.



1.2.2 Aims or secondary objectives:

e To explore in depth, the stories and experiences of Colombian refugees in
their process of resettlement and integration in New Zealand.

e To explore what can be done in order to improve the integration of
Colombian refugees in New Zealand.

e Tocontribute to the development of research on Colombian refugees in New
Zealand as one of the 30 refugee groups in New Zealand.

e To assist new refugees in New Zealand with integration into the country by
producing knowledge that can help refugee organisations and local
communities where refugees are settled to better understand their needs.

e To contribute reliable and credible research for academic and refugee
organisations.

¢ Finally, to identify gaps in the knowledge and identify new research areas.

1.3 Research Question

What is the experience of Colombian Refugees resettlement in New
Zealand?

1.3.1 Sub-questions

1- How were Colombian refugees prepared for resettlement in New
Zealand?

2- What are the challenges faced by Colombian refugees when resettling
in New Zealand?



3- What role does reconciliation play in the process of integration in New
Zealand?

4- How do Colombian refugees resign or reconcile themselves to
integrating into New Zealand society in order to rebuild their lives and
survive?

1.4 Definition of Concepts

This study constantly uses the following terms: Refugee, resettlement,

integration, resignation and reconciliation, which are defined here.

1.4.1 Refugee

Article | of the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees and its

1967 Protocol, defines the term ‘refugee’ as follows:

A person who, owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular
social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his
nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail
himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a
nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual
residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear,
is unwilling to return to it. (p. 14)

Likewise, the 1969 OAU (Organisation of African Unity) Convention
in Article | (2) declares the next:

The term “refugee” shall also apply to every person who, owing to
external aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events
seriously disturbing public order in either part or the whole of his
[or her] country of origin or nationality, is compelled to leave his [or
her] place of habitual residence in order to seek refuge in another
place outside his [or her] country of origin or nationality. (p.6)

In addition, in Article Il (3) of the 1984 Cartagena Declaration on
Refugees says that:

[...] the refugee definition or concept of a refugee to be
recommended for use in the region is one which, in addition to



containing the elements of the 1951 Convention and the 1967

Protocol, includes among refugee’s persons who have fled their

country because their lives, safety or freedom have been

threatened by generalized violence, foreign aggression. (p. 6)

A refugee is not an asylum-seeker or an economic migrant (UNHCR,
2016). For example, a migrant chooses which country he/she wants to go
to and prepares himself carefully for the trip. Migrants prepare emotionally
for the change they will face in the new country and prepare their travel
documents. Migrants plan their move. Refugees do not choose to leave
their home countries (UNHCR, 2016). They have to flee from their countries
in order to save their lives. Refugees do not move to a foreign country
following a plan. They do not have time to prepare themselves for a trip and
for this reason many of them have no travel documents. Hence, migrants
and refugees’ departure conditions are different. Another difference
between refugees and migrants is that refugees are specifically defined and
protected by international laws (UNHCR, 2016).

When refugees obtain permanent residence in a country,
technically they are no longer refugees, especially when they are resettled
in a third country like New Zealand (Rebekah, 2013). In this research, | use
the term refugees to refer to Colombians from refugee backgrounds.
Normally, these people are called former refugees by those who have more
knowledge about the refugees’ topic. However, the majority continue to
call them refugees, due to either ignorance or discrimination. Research and
experience have led me to believe that even when a refugee is granted

foreign residence or citizenship, this fact does not put a real end to their



refugee status. It could be argued that the refugee status of an adult ends
completely only when they return to live permanently in their country of
origin, otherwise, they will always be considered a refugee in a foreign land.
For instance, as already explained, members of the mainstream society
often continue to call them refugees. This is as if the person had a mark or
a label that identifies them as refugees during the entire time they live in

the foreign country.

1.4.2 Resettlement

Resettlement in a third country means that refugees leave the
country that has accepted them as refugees, to become legally established
in another country. According to Bavman (2016) “resettlement is the
transfer of refugees from an asylum country to another State that has
agreed to admit them and ultimately grants them permanent settlement”
(para. 2). Resettlement is not a right of refugees; instead, it is a solution that
applies only in specific situations. Even if a person is recognised as a refugee
by a country that does not necessarily mean that this person has a case with
the required characteristics for resettlement to a third country (ACNUR,

2011).

1.4.3 Integration
Integration occurs when a community or a group of people is willing

to receive another person outside the group as part of it. In this way, the
person is attached to this group or community and starts becoming part of

it (ACNUR, 2002). Integration is a process that is dynamic in two ways



(Strang & Ager, 2010). For example, both the hosting community and the
resettled refugees must work reciprocally on the integration of newly
arrived refugees (Strang & Ager, 2010). This raises questions about who
should adapt to whom; if refugees should adapt to their host communities
or whether communities should adapt to refugees. The answer to this is
that both have to take part in this process of adaptation and develop mutual
understanding (Strang & Ager, 2010). The refugee must be willing to adapt
to the new country, by learning aspects such as its language and culture. In
turn, the host society should be willing to help refugees with their
integration process, including areas like preparation for employment and
self-sufficiency. This study explores what Colombian refugees have done in

order to adapt and be part of their communities.

1.4.4 Resignation

Resignation means accepting with submission to something
inescapable (Resignation, 2011). When a refugee is resettled into a third
country he/she might experience the symptoms of culture shock such as
stress, sadness, loneliness, homesickness, idealising the home culture,
irritability, resentment, family conflicts, loss of identity, feelings of
inadequacy and insecurity and negative self-image (Foley, 2012). According
to Pedersen (1995), there are five stages of culture shock, which are: the
honeymoon stage, the disintegration stage, the reintegration stage, the
autonomy stage and the interdependence stage (Pedersen, 1995). In the

last stage of culture shock, refugees accept their new life in the new



country. It could be said that in this way, the refugees resign themselves to
rebuilding their lives in the resettlement country.

My own experience as a former Colombian refugee resettled in New
Zealand from Ecuador has taught me that resignation and reconciliation are
the keys to successful integration. | lived in Ecuador for 14 months as an
urban refugee and never adapted and integrated into the Ecuadorian
culture. The Ecuadorian and Colombian cultures are similar and share the
same Spanish language, but even so, | did not achieve integration in that
country; instead, | kept comparing Ecuador with Colombia in a negative
way. The attitude | adopted made me realise just the adverse aspects of
Ecuador; for that reason, | used to feel a lot of resentment and rage at the
bad things that | saw and experienced in Ecuador. | simply felt
disappointment in that country. | rejected Ecuadorian culture from the
bottom of my heart, which prevented me from integrating. On the other
hand, if | had reconciled myself to Ecuadorian culture, | could have accepted
Ecuador as my new home and perhaps | would have resigned myself to
rebuilding my life in that country. Similarly, when | came to New Zealand |
had to wait three years to be reconciled with the new culture and resign
myself to rebuilding my life in this country. In some moments | still feel like
going back to my country, but having accepted New Zealand as my new
home allows me to continue rebuilding my life.

Refugees never choose the country of their relocation. Therefore,
once in the country of resettlement, the refugees might feel that they do not

like the country to which they have arrived. It is at this point that the



