
Conference Report

Higher Education
for Refugees
in Mexico

Constructing a university education 
network for everyone.



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Higher Education for Refugees in Mexico: Constructing a university education network for 
everyone was the first high level conference dedicated to the access of young refugees to 
higher education in Mexico. It took place in Mexico City on 21-22 November 2019, and was 
organized by Habesha Project, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, World 
University Service of Canada and the Canadian government.

Attendees of the conference discussed the vital importance of access to higher education in 
Mexico as a sustainable response to migratory flows coming from beyond the American 
continent. International organizations spoke about the initiatives through which they provide 
university education, as well as their experiences of doing so and their ideas of what constitutes 
best practice. Mexican universities identified the mechanisms by which they too can facilitate 
access to tertiary education for refugees.

With the recent Global Compact for Migration in the back of their minds, attendees heard the 
testimony of student refugees from crisis-stricken countries around the world studying in 
Mexican universities. The Mexican government’s experience of dealing with historic migration 
crises was a useful point of reference to help attendees propose feasible methods of meeting 
the growing demand for high quality higher education in emergency situations.

The reader of this report will find within it a summary of all of the conference sessions, as well as 
the experiences and recommendations of speakers and attendees, who took what they learnt at 
the conference to the Global Refugee Forum, held in Geneva, Switzerland, in December 2019. 
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ABBREVIATIONS LIST
CECYTES- The State of Sonora College of Scientific and 
Technical Studies (Colegio de Estudios Científicos y Tecnológicos 
del Estado de Sonora).

COMAR- The Mexican Commission for Helping Refugees 
(Comisión Mexicana de Ayuda a Refugiados).

CONALEP- Mexican National College of Professional Technical 
Education (Colegio Nacional de Educación Profesional Técnica).

CONAPRED- Mexican National Council to Prevent Discrimination 
(Consejo Nacional para Prevenir la Discriminación).

COPARMEX- The Employers’ Confederation of the Mexican 
Republic (Confederación Patronal de la República Mexicana).

DAFI- Albert Einstein German Academic Refugee Initiative Fund 
(Deutsche Akademische Flüchtlings Initiative Albert Einstein).

ICC- International Chamber of Commerce.

SEP- Mexican Ministry of Public Education (Secretaría de 
Educación Pública).

SRE- Mexican Secretariat of Foreign Affairs (Secretaría de 
Relaciones Exteriores).

UNHCR- United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.

WUSC- World University Service of Canada.



1. INTRODUCTION
This inaugural Higher Education for Refugees in Mexico conference, 
hosted by Habesha Project in collaboration with the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), World University Service of 
Canada (WUSC) and the Canadian government’s Immigration, Refugees 
and Citizenship Canada, brought together representatives of the 
Mexican government, international organizations, civil society 
organizations, academic institutions, and Habesha Project student 
beneficiaries.

Drawing on the experience and perspectives of attendees, it was 
possible to identify the major obstacles refugees face when trying to 
access higher education. On this point, hearing the voices of student 
refugees who have been fortunate enough to study at a university was 
transformative. Their stories of bravery and determination are what 
inspire efforts to raise awareness and promote openness and improved 
life conditions for displaced populations.

Successfully established at the conference was the foundation of a 
network of Mexican universities committed to working individually and in 
cooperation with national and international organizations such as 
Habesha Project to increase the educational resources available to 
young people fleeing conflict areas. From this starting point, Mexico will 
be able to construct a systematic response to the growing need of 
refugees in Mexico for higher education.

Introduction 1



2. OPENING CEREMONY1

The conference was opened by members of the Mexican Secretariat of Foreign Affairs (SRE), Ministry of Public Education 
(SEP) and Secretariat for Home Affairs, as well as a representative of UNHCR Mexico.

Martha Delgado Peralta, Deputy Secretary for Multilateral Affairs and Human Rights, SRE:

Emphasized that the situation of displaced people in 
Mexico, particularly in recent months, needs to be 
addressed with the utmost care.

Mentioned that the Global Compact for Migration has 
been one of the most important global efforts to lay the 
foundations of the search for comprehensive solutions 
to refugees’ problems.

Informed participants that SRE had met with the 
relevant national authorities to consider the possibility 
of taking a Mexican government, UNHCR and Habesha 
Project pledge to offer scholarships at various Mexican 
universities to student refugees to the Global Refugee 
Forum, so that refugees can continue their studies and 
enter the labor market.

Reminded the audience that the actions outlined at the 
Global Refugee Forum show the Mexican 
government’s commitment to respecting the human 
rights of all migrants and refugees.

Highlighted the importance of promoting the social 
inclusion of refugees through education opportunities 
and other sustainable solutions that allow refugees to 
live a dignified and comfortable life, and have hope for 
the future.

1 Full transcripts of the speeches made at the opening ceremony are available in Appendix 1.

“The Mexicans are a 
generous people, who 
have shown solidarity with 
others before and want to 
do so again. Receiving 
refugees has to be part of 
the warm welcome we’ve 
always been known for 
giving.”

-Martha Delgado Peralta



Enrique Ku González, on behalf of Dr. Francisco Luciano 
Concheiro, Deputy Secretary for the Subsecretariat of 
Higher Education:

Identified education as a way of limiting and undoing 
some of the many types of damage that is done to 
individuals who flee their countries of origin for various 
reasons. 

Highlighted that working to incorporate refugees into 
the higher education sector is a duty of the state, 
because higher education improves refugees’ quality 
of life and allows them to develop the skills they need 
at various times in their lives.

Pointed out that Article III of the Mexican Constitution 
stipulates that every individual has the right to an 
education as a matter of human rights and that, for 
that reason, SEP must work on implementing reform 
and providing programs to migrants and refugees in 
Mexico.

Stressed that it is important to innovate and offer more 
flexible ways of learning,  such as distance learning, 
short courses, credit-bearing certification programs 
and module-based learning programs in order to 
promote inclusion in education. 

“Through the Subsecretariat of Higher Education, SEP is 
pushing for a policy of internationalization, something which 
has become a foundation on which to build links between 
universities in our countries and others elsewhere […]”

- Enrique Ku González

Andrés Ramírez Silva, Coordinator General of the Mexican 
Commission for Helping Refugees (COMAR), 
Subsecretariat of Population and Migration, Secretariat of 
Home Affairs:

Emphasized that refugee issues are very clearly 
becoming very important in Mexico and that the 
country is an important one in the global refugee 
context.

Informed that the most important elements of the 
pledge that is being written up in order to take feasible 
plans to the Global Refugee Forum were worked out in 
meetings with Ambassador Gómez Robledo and 
representatives of the World University Service of 
Canada (WUSC) and UNHCR.

Stressed that the Mexican government is committed 
to the issue of higher education   for refugees.

“Mexico is no longer just another country with refugees, rather 
it is one of the most important countries in the world when it 
comes to refugee issues.”

- Andrés Ramírez Silva



“Education is key to the 
future of the countries of 
origin of refugees, 
because, in the event that 
they can return voluntarily, 
these people really are the 
future of their country.”

– Mark Manly

Mark Manly, Representative of UNHCR Mexico:

Stated that education is a particularly important issue 
for UNHCR because it is one of the most important 
tools that refugees have when they reach a new 
country, and it helps them overcome the obstacles in 
their path and build a new future.

Reminded the audience that Mexico has a long history 
of receiving foreign students, and that the potential 
and benefits of taking in students from different 
backgrounds has been shown in recent years.

Said that refugees tend to arrive in their host country 
empty-handed, but that that doesn’t mean that they 
don’t arrive with the intention of sharing their 
knowledge with and contributing to society. As an 
example of this, he referred to the story of the German 
scientist Albert Einstein, who was a refugee.

Recognized the years of work that Habesha Project 
has put in to higher education and refugees.

“Looking at the work already done, you can see we are not 
starting from scratch. There are innovative projects already in 
action. Here, I have to give special mention to Habesha Project, 
and commend the organization’s vision, because it is not just 
for a few weeks but for several years that it has been working on 
these issues.”

- Mark Manly



5An Overview of University Education in Emergencies

Talk: Understanding the National, 
Regional and Global Refugee Contexts

Mark Manly, Representative of UNHCR Mexico, and Andrés Ramírez Silva, 
Coordinator of COMAR, gave a general overview of the refugee situation from 
national, regional and global perspectives, as well as the barriers to entering 
higher education in Mexico.

According to COMAR, the people making applications for recognized refugee 
status are of 60 different nationalities. Also, there has been a clear change in the 
profile of migrants, with increased numbers of families, women, children and 
young adults arriving. Finally, Ramírez Silva pointed out that another reason for the 
increase in numbers in Mexico is that, under the USA’s new migration policy, those 
seeking asylum in that country are sent to the Mexican side of the USA-Mexico 
border to wait for resolution of their case.

Both representatives emphasized that the regional context in Central and South America 
is alarming.

There are several reasons for which people migrate: economic reasons, to reunite 
with family members, violence and other, more specific risks. UNHCR recognizes 
the three challenges that are accessing university education, having one’s 
qualifications validated, and finding scholarships. In light of all this, the 
representatives stressed the importance of Mexico’s role in responding to large 
and new migratory flows as a destination country, not just a transit country.

The speakers recognized the situation in Syria as one of the most pressing around the 
world.

After eight years of conflict, approximately 5.8 million Syrians have been 
displaced internally and across borders. The majority are in neighboring countries 
such as Turkey, Jordan and Lebanon or, in smaller numbers, in Europe. UNHCR 
pointed out that, globally, there is a lack of institutions, educators and materials 
allowing Syrian refugees to join education and learn.

3. AN OVERVIEW OF
UNIVERSITY EDUCATION

IN EMERGENCIES



Mark Manly gave special mention to: : 

The new Mexican-German program that allows young 
people to pursue technical studies while working.

The support of NGOs in facilitating refugees’ access to legal 
advice and careers services, and their social integration.

Andrés Ramírez reminded the audience that:

Family relocation programs must treat all members of 
refugee families equally.

It is necessary to secure pledges related to access to 
education for refugees, and ensure those pledges are 
honored.

“In South America, 4.6 million people have left their country in the 
last 4 years.” 

“On the regional stage, there are enormous challenges. But 
long-term solutions such as education are being found.”

- Mark Manly

6 Understanding the National, Regional and Global Refugee Contexts



7Towards the Global Refugee Forum

In December 2018, the Global Compact for Migration was 
signed. In the same month in 2019, the first Global Refugee 
Forum took place. Andrés Ramírez Silva, representative of 
COMAR, and Giovanni Lepri, representative of UNHCR 
Mexico, discussed the main features of the Global 
Compact and the Global Forum.

Although the lives of refugees are being discussed in a 
number of different forums, both representatives said that 
the Global Forum offers an important space in which to 

share ideas large and small that could help solve the 
problems caused by influxes of refugees. They stressed 
that this was not a matter of goodwill on the part of host 
countries, but one of duty, and they insisted that the 
narrative around refugees must be changed.

Talk: Towards the Global Refugee Forum

“The word refugee should not be a label, rather refugees should be considered human beings with huge potential 
to contribute to society.” - Giovanni Lepri

The different profiles, backgrounds and experiences of 
refugee populations mean that they can enrich a place 
culturally, as well as constitute an additional labor force. 
Receiving refugees should not be seen as a burden, but as 
an opportunity to learn from refugees’ stories of bravery. It 
is crucial to change the narrative around refugees and 

properly include them in society. According to Giovanni 
Lepri, if the narrative changes and people work together, 
refugees can become an important asset for a country. 

Lepri underlined the importance of the role of institutes of 
higher education and organizations working in education, 
such as Habesha Project. By opening their doors and 
providing refugees with opportunities to continue their 
studies, they represent an alternative way of resettling 

refugees. Bearing in mind that 86% of refugees worldwide 
live in developing countries, this is not a matter of 
goodwill, but rather one of a common duty.

“AInternationally, there are many legal frameworks that seek to protect refugees, but there is no meaningful 
and effective response to their problems.” - Andrés Ramírez Silva

2  According to the Cartagena Declaration, the term refugee applies to all “persons who have fled their country because their lives, security or freedom have 

been threatened by generalized violence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, massive violation of human rights or other circumstances which have seriously 

disturbed public order”.

“The word refugee should not be a label, rather refugees should be considered human beings with huge potential 
to contribute to society.” - Giovanni Lepri

During the talk, it was said that new actors are beginning to 
feel a responsibility to participate in efforts and learn more 
about refugee issues. Schools, research centers and the 
private sector are increasingly involved in the topic, and 
are starting to understand the need to open spaces of 
opportunity.

Giovanni Lepri called for:

Shared reponsibility and cooperation between 
governments, civil society and international organizations 
for the exchange of ideas and efforts to improve and 
streamline access to higher education.

Andrés Ramírez Silva pointed out:

The need to simplify procedures, due to the fact that 
refugees come from different places around the world 
and there are very specific obstacles that must be taken 
into account when facilitating their integration into society 
and education networks. 



COMAR will present at the Global Forum: 
Clear changes to the refugee situation in Mexico, particularly the arrival of people of new nationalities, 
and new migratory flows coming from the north.

Its experiences of working in conjunction with various different actors in multiple fields, particularly 
employment and education (in coordination with Habesha Project).

“Higher education projects are those that allow refugees to come to Mexico and study at universities. They’re 
not a lot of work if they’re done correctly. - Andrés Ramírez Silva 

8

Ramírez Silva said that Mexico has some things that make 
it attractive, such as a growing economy and a large 
territory. He added that COMAR only works with refugees 
in Mexico. It is a legal obligation to protect them according 
to the Cartagena Declaration on Refugees, which Mexico 

ratified and enshrined in its own Constitution.  

“It’s a question of educating and informing various sectors of society that weren’t previously interested in 
refugee issues but are now changing their attitude.” - Giovanni Lepri

"Running a higher education project that allows refugees to study in Mexican institutions doesn’t have to be a 
burden if it’s done right." –Andrés Ramírez Silva 

Towards the Global Refugee Forum
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Talk: Mexico’s Contribution to the 
International Response to the Global 
Refugee Crisis

Speaking from their experience in the Mexican foreign service, Ambassadors 
Francisco Olguín Uribe, Luis Ortiz Monasterio and Jorge Álvarez Fuentes explored 
the role that Mexico has had in receiving refugees and those seeking political 
asylum historically. They also spoke about their personal support for Habesha 
Project. They highlighted the importance of the organization’s work and its 
outstanding resourcefulness, which they said make it a role model for 
governmental, private and public institutions. Also, for the ambassadors, the 
holding of the conference represented the readiness of SRE, COMAR, UNHCR, 
universities and civil society to provide access to higher education opportunities 
to young refugees.

Ambassador Álvarez Fuentes reminded participants of the powerful influence 
that migratory flows coming to Mexico in the past - especially displacements from 
Central America in the 1990s - have had on the country, as well as the importance 
of the political, diplomatic and legal efforts that have been made to provide care 
to these populations, which have resulted in the creation of institutions like 
COMAR.

Ambassador Olguín Uribe recognized the importance of NGOs and their work in 
Mexico. Civil society has played a very important role in helping the country move 
forward in terms of rights and democracy. He reminded participants of the effort 
and dedication of Habesha Project to offer higher education to its beneficiaries. He 
also mentioned that the organization’s new initiative, Habesha Americas, will, in 
collaboration with UNHCR, aid Central American refugees in accessing education 
in Mexico.

“Each historical stage has had its own challenges, and Mexico has opened its doors to 
those who have asked it to do so.” - Ambassador Luis Ortiz Monasterio 

He reminded participants of the effort and dedication of Habesha Project to offer 
higher education to its beneficiaries. He also mentioned that the organization’s 
new initiative, Habesha Americas, will, in collaboration with UNHCR, aid Central 
American refugees in accessing education in Mexico.

4. THE MEXICAN
EXPERIENCE



Ambassador Ortiz Monasterio outlined how Mexico has 
granted asylum and refuge to those who seek it since the 
early days of its independence, and through the Mexican 
Revolution, the Cold War, and the boom in Central 
American migration. He made particular mention of the 
leadership that Habesha Project shows as a civil society 
organization that anticipated the need of people arriving 
as part of new migratory flows to access higher education, 
and now caters to it.

For the three ambassadors, while issues such as racism 
and lack of inclusion affect all societies, Mexico is seeing a 
rise in xenophobia. They said it is important that the media, 
universities and civil society organizations work together 
to generate a public opinion that is caring and inclusive.

Ambassador Álvarez Fuentes ended the session by 
stressing the importance of this conference in allowing 
and speeding up collaboration between UNHCR, SRE, 
universities and civil society. Mexico's experience - 
including of its own limits and the lessons it has learned - 
is a valuable form of capital. The three ambassadors 

agreed that Habesha Project’s work constitutes a 
mechanism through which various public, private and 
government institutions can work to build a better future, 
not only for refugees, but for the communities they come 
from and arrive into.

 “This conference is enriched by Mexico’s experience of working with refugees.”

- Ambassador Jorge Álvarez Fuentes

“Habesha Project has received the support and goodwill of 
actors such as SEP, the Ministry of the Interior and COMAR.” 

- Ambassador Francisco Olguín Uribe

“Unifying work on granting asylum with that on providing 
higher education has been a success, and offers a preview of 

what we will see in the years to come.”

- Ambassador Luis Ortíz Monasterio

10 The Mexican Experience



Presentation: Tackling Anti-Migrant Hate Speech

The Tackling Anti-Migrant Hate Speech presentation was 
given by Tania Ramírez Hernández, Deputy Director 
General for Partnerships, Culture and Education at the 
Mexican National Council to Prevent Discrimination 
(CONAPRED). It was an informative talk on the Mexican 
government’s promotion of thoughtful responses to 
crises, how to avoid discrimination, mass media and other 
ways to educate children, young adults and adults to 
recognize cultural diversity within Mexico, and the 
contributions of migrants and refugees to Mexican society.

Director Ramírez explained that CONAPRED aims to 
promote and safeguard inclusivity in all areas of Mexican 
life in order to generate cultural change in the country. In 
order to bring about such change, it is necessary to 
generate different kinds of knowledge and understanding 
that allow Mexicans to understand diversity as something 
positive and synonymous with cultural wealth.

Director Ramírez mentioned that discrimination can 
prevent people from carrying out their life projects and as 
such it must be made visible and interrogated. Educating 
the public and collaborating as interested actors must 
lead to increased awareness in society and institutions of 
the mechanisms for preventing discrimination and 
xenophobia.

Director Ramírez explained CONAPRED’s mechanisms for 
the prevention of discrimination, such as the National 

Strategy for Inclusive Education, the carrying out of 
national surveys on discrimination, the monitoring of urban 
myths and stereotypes, and the publishing of infographics 
and manuals on non-discrimination on social networking 
sites. According to Ramírez, all of those ways of working 
have been well received by the Mexican public. Along the 
same lines, she mentioned that CONAPRED has a guide 
for immigration authorities on eliminating racial profiling 
practices and thus avoiding situations such as the 
deportation of certain individuals based on racism.

To finish, Director Ramírez spoke about the No Hate 
movement, which has been promoted at universities and 
on the campuses of other institutes of education with the 
aim of eliminating hate speech on any platform, 
particularly social networking sites.



Talk: Overcoming Barriers to Accessing 
University Education

Five young refugees from Venezuela, Syria, El Salvador, Haiti and Guatemala participated in a 
panel discussion in which they spoke about their experiences of having left their countries 
and been received in Mexico, the challenges they faced and how they managed to overcome 
them, and what it means for them to access higher education programs. The session focused 
on outlining the challenges student refugees face in accessing higher education systems, as 
well as describing their process of integration into their university community. 

Daniela
Daniela began her university studies in communication in Venezuela, but after the 
insurrection began and she participated in protests, it became dangerous to continue living in 
the country. She was able to come to Mexico thanks to a COMAR program. For her, living in a 
new country meant starting all over again. She began studying at night and working during 
the day, and was completely alone.

Having not been in Mexico before, Daniela found courses dealing with issues specific to that 
country, such as History of Mexico very difficult. However, with the help of others, she was 
able to pass the exam and obtained a 30% scholarship to continue her university studies. She 
has so far studied towards her bachelor's degree as slowly as possible, taking the minimum 
number of credits each semester in order to be able to afford tuition fees while also 
maintaining some level of financial stability.

Thanks to a UNHCR scholarship, she now enjoys greater stability, but says that, due to the 
stress of maintaining her scholarship while continuing to look for ways to cover her expenses, 
her emotional state is not good. She is grateful to Casa Refugiados for providing 
psychological support. Daniela thinks that with a lot of effort and willpower she will succeed 
in graduating.

5. THE EXPERIENCE OF THE 
STUDENT BENEFICIARIES

12 The Experience of the Student Beneficiaries



Renas
Renas was in high school when the armed conflict in Syria began. He and his family fled to 
Lebanon and then resettled in the Kurdistan region of northern Iraq. There, he worked with 
various international organizations in his refugee camp, even continuing to do so after the rest 
of his family had migrated to Germany.

When he heard about Habesha Project, he decided to come to Mexico to continue his 
university studies. After a long journey from Iran to Cuba, Renas arrived in Mexico in 2017. 

The biggest challenge he has faced while being in Mexico is language. Adapting to Mexican 
culture and establishing a daily routine have also required learning and adaptation. Renas is 
currently studying international relations, a subject that is not available at Syrian universities. 
For him, the opportunity he had to come to Mexico and resume his studies was a way to 
escape from a dangerous situation.

 “If I were not here with you, I would probably be in an armed group.” - 
Renas, Habesha Project student beneficiary

Gabriela
Gabriela left her country and came to Mexico in 2012. She received recognized refugee status 
as well as UNHCR support in obtaining the most important documents. She had hoped to 
resume her studies immediately upon arriving in Mexico, when she was 12 years old, but 
instead had to work until she was 15. When she was able to resume her studies,  some 
teachers rejected her presence in the classroom, complaining about her lack of knowledge 
about Mexico.

Gabriela is currently studying towards a Bachelor’s in Accounting. She claims that having had 
the opportunity to study has changed her life and is a dream come true. She is aware that she 
has the same rights as Mexicans and, for that reason, despite the challenges she faces daily, 
will not give up.

Dales
Dales left Haiti shortly after the 2010 earthquake which has since caused a severe 
humanitarian crisis in that country. He attended high school and began studying law in Haiti, 
but decided to leave his studies to pursue other dreams that would be impossible to achieve 
in his country. He left Haiti with the sole objective of reaching the United States, and crossed 
a total of nine countries before finally reaching Mexico.

When Dales did get the opportunity to enter the United States, he in fact decided to stay in 
Mexico, but to return to his studies. Due to Mexican immigration policy, he stayed in a shelter 
and as such did not learn Spanish. A friend got him a bricklaying job and another helped him 
with Spanish, although Dales stressed how difficult it was to find Spanish classes.

13The Experience of the Student Beneficiaries



When taking an entrance examination for a law degree, Dales was unable to understand the 
instructions and the content due to his lack of Spanish. He failed the exam and had to retake 
it until he passed. Today, Dales is studying a law degree and is the secretary of an association 
of Haitians in Tijuana.

Ana Fernanda
Ana Fernanda is a recognized refugee and is in the last semester of her degree in 
administration and accounting. Although she obtained refugee status shortly after arriving in 
Mexico, she was unable to continue her studies because the lack of validation of her 
documents left her ineligible to take entrance exams. She began working long hours for a 
very low salary. Unfortunately, she still couldn't pay for the validation process, and it wasn’t 
until UNHCR finally secured her a discount that she was able to do so.

Ana believed she would be face discrimination in college, but that has not been the case and 
her experience has been truly positive. She is now applying to become a Mexican citizen. For 
her, having access to higher education means "not being forced to work, not feeling 
vulnerable, not feeling inferior, feeling that [she has] the same abilities as anyone else”.

Each and every student on the panel expressed their desire to stay in Mexico and continue 
their graduate studies, while also recognizing that there is gender inequality and 
discrimination in the country. Regarding the latter, some claimed to have experienced it 
personally, while others use defense mechanisms to avoid the problem.

14 The Experience of the Student Beneficiaries

The session highlighted: 
Some of the challenges students face, including a lack of income, high registration and tuition 
costs, revalidation of documents, entrance exams, language issues, and pressure to meet the 
requirements of their scholarships while also working.

The need for the creation of a support system in which universities offer language courses and 
basic education to make it easier for young refugees to continue their studies.

The importance of the work of organizations such as Habesha Project and governmental and 
international institutions such as COMAR and UNHCR in supporting refugees with funding, 
educational and orientation courses, and psychological support.



Panel Discussion: How Higher Education Changed 
My Life
The panelists presented their personal experiences of migration and integration into their host 
communities, in addition to sharing their concerns and recommendations to help others in the 
same conditions. They discussed the challenges that educational institutions face when 
receiving refugees, as well as the changes to the structure of academic institutions that are 
necessary to facilitate refugees’ participation.

Rasha Salah, Habesha Project beneficiary, El Colegio de Sonora.

Rasha is originally from Syria. She studied journalism in Damascus. She took the opportunity 
to study in Cuba, where she learned Spanish. Due to the conflict that erupted in Syria in 2011, 
she was forced to leave the country, and worked for two years in refugee camps on the 
Syrian-Lebanese border. She learned about Habesha Project through UNHCR, arrived in 
Mexico in January 2018, and is currently completing the thesis element of her Master’s in 
Social Science.

In a display of her initiative, Rasha held workshops with the children living in the area where 
she carried out her field work. She felt welcomed by the area’s community.

 “I’ve learned a lot from Sonora. It’s a border state, and things get complicated because both 
Mexicans and Central Americans come back from the United States. I’ve had contact with three 

types of mobility, and I’m very happy to have learnt from this place.”

- Rasha Salah

Fawad Popalyar, Representative of the Canadian government and 
WUSC.

Fawad is originally from Afghanistan. At the age of 9, he moved to Pakistan with his family to 
avoid the constant violence in his country. Thanks to the efforts of his family, he entered a 
Pakistani school. He learned English at the school, so was able to successfully apply to the 
WUSC program at the age of 19. While in Canada, Fawad experienced racism and xenophobia 
exacerbated by the attacks of September 11, 2001. Despite the difficulties, he volunteered with 
various organizations, and today represents the Canadian government as part of Immigration, 
Refugees and Citizenship Canada.

“Leaving one's country is very difficult. Most people don’t leave their homes because they want to [...] 
To become a citizen is to contribute to a society. I feel an obligation to give back to the society that 

has received me.”

- Fawad Popalyar

15The Experience of the Student Beneficiaries



16 The Experience of the Student Beneficiaries

Juan José Martínez Rodríguez - Director of the Degree in Business 
Administration and Management, the University of Monterrey (UDEM).

Juan José reflected on the admission processes of Hazem and Jackdar, Syrian Habesha 
Project student beneficiaries. For him, serving others is part of UDEM’s identity, but 
universities must make structural changes if they are to understand, receive and support 
student refugees in a satisfactory way.

Juan José also recognized the importance of academic departments in laying the 
foundations necessary for beneficiaries to grow academically and personally and as such be 
treated equitably and humanely. Juan José highlighted Jackdar and Hazem’s academic 
achievements, and recognized their enthusiasm and high levels of participation in the 
university community.

“If universities don’t make space for refugees now, if they don’t have that vision, it will be more 
difficult to help them in the future.”

- Juan José Martínez Rodríguez, UDEM

The panelists reflected on the challenges they have faced and how to improve inclusion for student 
refugees:

Fawad highlighted the high intellectual capacity of student refugees, and argued that it 
translates into benefits refugees can bring to their host country. Refugees’ different 
perspectives and the lessons they learn about migration and educational processes make 
them able to make suggestions for improvement. Fawad also gave two solutions - 
sponsorship by Canadian families, and the contribution of two dollars per student to funds for 
refugees - that facilitate access to higher education for refugees in Canada by covering the 
costs of education.

Rasha pointed out the difficulties she has experienced with the bureaucracy of immigration 
procedures and their high costs, lack of empathy on the part of the Mexican authorities, and 
her concern that she may not obtain access to a doctorate in Mexico and therefore be without 
an academic future. She highlighted her responsibility to do something for her fellow Syrians, 
who still suffer the consequences of the conflict.

Juan José emphasized the importance of teaching Spanish and the role of language centers 
in promoting inclusion, as well as suggesting the opening of programs in English in order to 
give refugees more opportunities.
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6. LESSONS FROM THE MEXICAN 
AND INTERNATIONAL INITIATIVES

Talk: Successful Models Facilitating Access to Higher 
Education for Refugees - Local and Global Case Studies

In this talk, Michelle Manks, Senior Manager of Durable 
Solutions for Refugees at WUSC, and Joanna Zimmerman, 
Assistant Director of the Connected Learning Council at 
Arizona State University, presented three existing models 
for providing access to higher education to refugees. 
These models are a collaboration between different 
institutions, organizations, university departments and 
students to find innovative and long-term solutions for 
displaced people and refugees.

Michelle Manks introduced the Student Refugee Program 
(SRP), an initiative that was founded in the 1920s after 
World War I and is now being scaled up in response to the 
Global Compact. Currently, almost all educational 
institutions in Canada (94 of them) are involved in the 
program, which provides a safe environment and the 
opportunity to continue their studies to 140 young 
refugees a year.

The current program consists of three steps:

Students are selected and have pre-departure training 
and language courses.

WUSC acts as an intermediary for beneficiaries to be 
admitted to a Canadian university and receive 
permanent residency in order to resettle in Canada. 
These two steps take place in the beneficiary’s country 
of first asylum, where they remain for 8 more months.

The selected refugees arrive in Canada and receive 
financial, academic and social support from student 
groups and institutions for 12 months.

“The SRP engages students and their families, student refugees, 
and the Canadian community at large to make learning more 
diverse in the classroom”- Michelle Manks.

Manks spoke about the Local Committees, through which 
a total of more than 1,000 Canadian students raise funds 
and organize awareness-raising events. When a refugee 
arrives in Canada, it is members of the Local Committees 
who are responsible for helping him or her adapt and 
supporting him or her in his or her academic and social 
integration. Manks says that student members of Local 

Committees have improved their intercultural skills, and 
that student refugees bring diverse new perspectives to 
classrooms.

“The SRP aims to change the narrative about refugees and 
recognizes not only the         potential of young refugees, but also 
the positive impact they can have on the entire community.” – 
Michelle Manks 

Joanna Zimmerman presented two models that are based 
on technological innovation. The first is from Arizona State 
University, which founded a program called Education for 
Humanity to reach refugee and displaced populations. It 
developed out of many conversations, much in-depth 
research, and collaborations with local civil society 
organizations and other universities.

Education for Humanity consists of three online courses. 
The content is contextualized so that the knowledge and 
skills learned are applicable in different communities.

“We’re trying to create an offline access point so people can 
learn without a good internet connection. We also want to 
involve not only student refugees, but also people working for 
the good of humanity, such as those in nonprofits.” – Joanna 
Zimmerman

Zimmerman presented a second model, called the 
Connected Learning in Crisis Consortium, which consists 
of collecting data on and promoting the use of technology 
in education, as well as training staff in providing education 
to everyone. Just like Zimmerman’s first program, this 
initiative involves refugee populations, their families and 
local communities. The objective is to find a more 
sustainable solution that can involve and reach as many 
people as possible. This model is connected to the 
objectives of the Global Compact.

Student Refugee Program: 

https://srp.wusc.ca/ 



Michelle Manks stressed:
The crucial role of universities, especially those that 
already want to help, but don’t know how to proceed.

Joanna Zimmerman promoted:

The production and exchange of approaches and 
knowledge between faculties and local students and 
refugees, especially when it makes use of technological 
innovations.

"It is very important to 
recognize what benefits 

refugees bring to their 
countries of first asylum." 

– Michelle Manks 

18 Lessons from the Mexican and International Initiatives 

Arizona State University: Education for Humanity

https://edplus.asu.edu/what-we-do/education-humanity

Connected Learning in Crisis Consortium

http://www.connectedlearning4refugees.org/
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Panel Discussion: Higher Education for Refugees - Mexican Initiatives

This panel discussion brought together Martina Vatterodt, 
Counselor for Political Affairs and Cooperation of the 
German Embassy in Mexico, Manal Stulgaitis of UNHCR in 
Copenhagen and Adrián Meléndez, Founder and Director 
of Habesha Project. All three commented on the three 
models for promoting higher education for refugees that 
are currently being implemented in Mexico.

Martina Vatterodt explained what the German “dual” 
model consists of, the differences between its 
implementation in Germany and Mexico, and the 
challenges those implementing this model will face in the 
future. Germany and Mexico have been cooperating for 
many years on the program, and since 2014, work has 
been done on the Mexican dual training model, which is 
based on the German dual training model (MMFD)3. 

The “Dual VET” program seeks to integrate refugees into 
the labor market in Mexico by offering a combination of 
theoretical and practical training to young people. 
Beneficiaries obtain an employment contract with a 
private company while still attending academic classes. 
Among the institutes that implement the model in Mexico 
are CONALEP and CECYTES, as well as SEP and, in the 
private sector, CCI and COPARMEX.

Counselor Vatterodt noted that the Mexican dual program 
consists of two years of dual training, while in Germany 
there are three. Until now, it is a pilot and a small model, 
but it has been implemented in 25 Mexican states, so is 
ready to be scaled up with the support of more 
technological and polytechnic universities.

“Access to tertiary education for refugees is incredibly 
important as human displacement has become an increasingly 
common situation.” - Manal Stulgaitis

Manal Stulgaitis spoke about the DAFI (Albert Einstein 
German Academic Refugee Initiative Fund) scholarships, 
the purpose of which is to provide access to tertiary 
education to refugees in countries in which they have 
applied for asylum. The program was founded 27 years 
ago and is estimated to have reached 8,000 beneficiaries 
as of the end of 2019. Collaboration between Mexico and 
the DAFI program is recent, at about two years old. DAFI 
scholarships cover the cost of beneficiaries’ tuition, 
accommodation and books. In addition, the program 
includes monitoring, psychosocial support and access to 
internship and job opportunities.

“You can see the value of having refugee students in classrooms 

when you start discussing socioeconomic, geopolitical, power 
and political issues”- Manal Sulgaitis

The crisis in Syria gave impetus to the growth of tertiary 
education programs and an understanding of the 
relevance of higher education for refugees. Stulgaitis 
recognized the benefits of making higher education 
accessible to refugees, such as social cohesion and the 
internationalization of universities.

The last person to speak was Adrián Meléndez. He 
reminded participants that the objective of the conference 
was to develop strategies to address the refugee crisis 
from within Mexico. He also said that, thanks to the 
Habesha Project beneficiaries who spoke about their 
experiences, the conference had made it possible to put a 
face to the success stories. He assured the audience that, 
internationally, there are various models and programs 
that address the issue of higher education opportunities 
for refugees, and that some of those have been around for 
decades, such as DAFI and WUSC.  

“Habesha Project, although it is a young organization, 
continues to develop and put     into action the necessary 
strategies to become a role model to organizations and             
institutions in the same field.” - Adrián Meléndez

Meléndez reflected on the fact that Habesha Project had 
started its work from scratch, but said that by using other 
initiatives as examples and seeking support from them, he 
knew it was possible to offer a solution that really worked 
for migrants arriving in Mexico. For that reason, Habesha 
Project’s Director extended the invitation to continue 
thinking about solutions that involve the actors present at 
the conference.

 3 Program for strenghtening the Mexican model of Dual Vocational Education and Training



Talk: Habesha Project’s Funding Model

Participating in this talk were Santiago Maza, member of 
"Los 20”, a group of 20 private donors who together fully 
cover the expenses of a Habesha Project beneficiary, 
Laura Mowry, associate of The Catalyst Foundation for 
Universal Education, Andrea Hernández, Director of 
Mexico’s Lamat Foundation, and José Daniel Flores, 
student at the Ibero-American University in Mexico City. 
The participants presented the four different ways in 
which they have supported Habesha Project financially. 
They shared the reasons why they decided to collaborate 
with Habesha Project, as well as the tangible results of 
their contributions. In addition, ideas about how to 
increase and improve donations to the organization were 
mentioned.

“The “Los 20” group of donors has benefited from learning 
directly from Habesha about the needs of the students, as well 
as from a great cultural exchange.”- Santiago Maza

Santiago Maza is a documentary filmmaker by profession, 
and heads the “Los 20” group. He aware of the situation in 
Syria and wanted to support those affected in a personal 
way. Habesha Project was the ideal way in which to 
support someone beyond simply making a donation. Due 
to the increase in success stories, Maza suggested that 
Habesha Project beneficiaries be the managers of a 
program in which things such as culture, music, history 
and gastronomy are used to attract people who are not 
familiar with refugee issues to the organization, and to 
offer a positive image of Syria.

“Habesha Project brings a great diversity of cultural 
contributions that, decades later, will be left to future 
generations in Mexico.”- José Daniel Flores

José Daniel Flores is a graduate of the Ibero-American 
University in Mexico City and is affiliated with Habesha 
Project’s recurring donations program. He has also 
supported the organization by giving history workshops to 

Syrian student beneficiaries in Aguascalientes. He spoke 
of how society and universities are enriched when they 
open their doors to young refugees.

“I was very excited when I visited Casa Salam. You can see the 
workplace and faces of people dedicating 100% of their time to 
a good cause.”- Andrea Hernández

Andrea Hernández, representing Lamat Foundation, 
spoke about how her organization will cover the expenses 
of housing beneficiaries of Habesha Américas. In making 
the decision to provide this financing, the foundation 
considered Habesha Project’s structure and its impressive 
results.

“Habesha Project and the Catalyst Foundation support the 
same cause and have the same goals.”- Laura Mowry

Laura Mowry represents The Catalyst Foundation for 
Universal Education, a small, New York-based foundation 
that supports education for refugees and displaced 
persons in the Middle East and North Africa. Catalyst 
carried out a detailed evaluation before supporting 
Habesha Project, taking into account the connection 
between that organization’s mission and goals, the 
tangible results of its work and the commitments made to 
it by universities. Mowry mentioned the need to find 
different sources of financing as Habesha Project grows.

“I was very excited when I visited 
Casa Salam. You can see the 
workplace and faces of people 
dedicating 100% of their time to a 
good cause.”

- Andrea Hernández



7. WORKSHOP: CONSOLIDATION OF
MY UNIVERSITY OR ORGANIZATION’S

PROPOSAL

Coordinating this session was Dr. Rodrigo Soto, professor and researcher at the Panamerican University. Three working 
groups were formed, the first made up of representatives of nonprofits and international organizations, the second of 
members of Habesha Project partner universities, and the third of other higher education institutions who are not yet 
affiliated with Habesha Project but are interested in receiving refugees in their classrooms. Student refugees were present 
at each table.

The groups discussed proposals, answered questions and exchanged experiences in order to decide how to improve 
programs that facilitate access to higher education for refugees, or how to find new ways of doing the same thing.
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Roundtable 1:  Affiliated 
Universities
In this session, a group of representatives from Habesha 
Project partner universities presented proposals for new 
collaborations and announced the achievements and 
areas of opportunity of their collaboration with Habesha 
Project. The table was moderated by that organization’s 
Student Beneficiary Reception and Support Coordinator, 
Cristina Blumenkron, who spoke about the details of the 
academic and social support process offered to 
beneficiaries.

The group stressed the need to unify the processes by 
which students integrate into a university community and 
their progress is monitored. It is of great importance that 
said processes of adaptation to academia are flexible and 
take into account the individual profile of each beneficiary 
- that is, the city in which he or she studies, and his or her 
university and academic program.

Different proposals and comments emerged regarding the 
following topics: Habesha Project’s University Onboarding 
Plan, the student enrollment process, the possible 
introduction of a preparatory course, the reduction of 
academic workload, induction programs, support 
networks, the academic support model, and tutorials in 
language and other subjects.

All participants agreed that a greater link between 
universities is needed, so that future work sessions can be 
organized every six months or quarterly. Along the same 
lines, the group requested the provision of student 
information files to provide greater follow-up and attention. 
Lastly, it was asked that communication with Habesha 
Project be improved and not lost during academic 
semesters.

Roundtable 2: Universities Not 
Yet Affiliated
In this session, coordinated by Habesha Project Founder 
and Director Adrián Meléndez, representatives of 
universities and organizations not yet associated with 
Habesha Project showed their willingness to join the 
organization’s efforts by discussing the ideas and 
proposals for its enrichment, and asking any questions 
they had. Most of the representatives came from 
universities located in the states of Veracruz, 
Aguascalientes, Querétaro, Coahuila and Mexico City.

The proposals included the opening of preparatory 
courses, the reduction of costs in university canteens and 
residences, the expanding of ranges of scholarships, the 
involvement of the student community in various 
academic and cultural activities, the facilitation of a 
transportation route, as well as the provision of 
psychological attention for students who want it. For the 
participants, an ideal mechanism would be a catalog 
compiled by each university in which they present and 
explain the facilities they can offer beneficiaries.

The participants agreed on the need to create a university 
network. Through such a network, all university 
representatives would be able to stay in touch and discuss 
new challenges, proposals, and areas for improvement, 
which can all be translated into contributions to Habesha 
Project. All of the above actions have the objective of 
offering the best conditions and opportunities to student 
refugees.
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Mariana Echandi of UNHCR Mexico coordinated this conversation, in which participants discussed the challenges refugees 
face, such as having to validate their of documents, facing a lack of empathy or willingness to streamline procedures on the 
part of the Mexican government, and adapting to their host community.

Representatives of the National Museum of Cultures, Casa Refugiados and UNESCO spoke about Mexican public opinion 
and the fight against xenophobia. They highlighted the importance of raising awareness of refugee issues among the 
authorities, institutions, the student community and civil society to efforts to receive and integrate refugees. The 
participants agreed it is essential to both inform and train members of the university community on migration and refugee 
issues.

Participants recommended promoting inclusion through the establishment of mechanisms and raising awareness about 
the treatment of refugee populations. They suggested that universities make available information specifically for 
refugees, and discussed the idea of creating a direct network - coordinated by Habesha Project - that would serve as 
channel of information on the various actors in the field and actions that can be taken. Lastly, they stressed that learning 
from the experiences of student refugees is essential, which is why it is necessary that they are able to work alongside the 
relevant organizations.

Roundtable 3: nonprofits and governmental, international and 
academic organizations



8. CLOSING CEREMONY

At the closing ceremony, Minister Counselor of the 
Canadian Embassy in Mexico   Chantal Chastenay 
celebrated the exchange that  had taken place between 
government institutions and a cademic and other 
organizations during the two - day conference. She said 
that the participation of student refugees who had shared 
their testimonies had been a highlight because they had 
demonstrated the positive and enriching effect that access 
to higher education had had on their lives.

In a global context of xenop h obia, stigmatization and 
violence against migrants and refugees, the joint work of 
civil society, governmental,  non-governmental and 
educational organizations is  essential to confront and 
counteract hate speech towar d s migrant and refugee 
populations. Chastenay stres s ed the importance of the 
Global Compact in helping the world achieve regular, safe 
and orderly migration and pr o tect the human rights of 
migrants.

“It is important that governments propose and implement 
public policies and initiatives that protect the rights of 

migrants and refugees.” Chantal Chastenay

For Chastenay, the participation of SRE, SEP and COMAR in 
the event demonstrated the commitment of the current 
Mexican government to seek lasting solutions to the 
migration-related challenges Mexico faces. Cooperation 
with various actors is key to tackling complex issues such 
as international migration.

Lastly, the Canadian minister congratulated to all the 
people who had made the event possible and the 
participants who had offered their personal experiences, 
and stressed that migrants not only contribute to the 
economies of their host countries, but also to the cultural 
diversity of their societies.

“Access to education is 
essential for young refugees 
who have had to flee from a             

context of violence and 
instability, because they 

deserve the opportunity to 
rebuild their lives..”

- Chantal Chastenay, 
Minister Counselor, Embassy 

of Canada in Mexico
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Martha Delgado Peralta- Deputy Secretary for Multilateral Affairs and 
Human Rights (SRE)

It is with great pleasure that we attend this event today, this event during which we will reflect 
upon and recognize the important role of civil society organizations and the contributions 
they make in caring for people in need of international protection and refugees, and search 
for innovative solutions for these population groups.

Mexico faces a very particular situation these days, in recent months, which it must resolve 
with great care. The Global Compact on Migration is one of the global efforts that have been 
most relevant because it lays the foundations of the search for comprehensive solutions to 
the problems of refugees and sets out ways in which to coordinate the arrival of refugees in 
host communities - all this with a view to reaching the ultimate goal of the 2030 Agenda, 
which is to leave no one behind.

I think this motto of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development applies perfectly to this 
issue of refugees. Refugees around the world leave their families behind. They leave their 
communities behind. They leave behind their place of origin in search of better living 
conditions. For this reason, caring for refugees requires the urgent attention of states and 
other relevant actors, who must provide them with the services and the welcome they need. 
That is why international organizations, regional organizations, civil society organizations, the 
private sector, and community organizations working as humanitarian and development 
actors are so relevant. This is also a central part of the Global Compact. It takes into account 
the roles that these different sectors of society play in caring for these people.

In this sense, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees plays a fundamental role. 
The work that Mark and the entire office in Mexico does has been very important for us to be 
able to develop actions related to complementary pathways and admission. UNHCR have, in 
fact, worked on those programs directly, not only as advisors, not only providing funds, but 
actually working directly with refugees to provide educational opportunities, as we will see 
this morning.

As well as congratulating UNHCR, I want to congratulate Habesha Project for being involved 
and for being truly concerned about and dealing with this issue in Mexico. I understand that 
there are many countries working on this phenomenon, as well as many countries that need 
to begin doing so urgently, and that is why on December 17 and 18 we will be participating in 
the Global Refugee Forum in Geneva. Mexico will reiterate its commitment to global efforts to 
search for routes that are a fundamental part of fulfilling the commitments made in the Global 
Compact and, in doing so, promote values   that are very close to people’s hearts in Mexico.

10. APPENDIX 1: FULL 
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We are a caring, generous people and we want to continue to be so. Receiving refugees has 
to be part of the generous and caring welcome that has always characterized us. I would like 
to inform you that SRE has carried out consultations with the corresponding national 
authorities to consider the possibility of taking to the Forum a tripartite pledge - made by 
Mexico, UNHCR and Habesha Project - to offer higher education scholarships at different 
Mexican universities to student refugees who can continue their education and later, of 
course, enter the labor market. These actions are guided by an important commitment from 
the Mexican government to promote respect for the human rights of all the people who make 
up mixed migratory flows, including refugees. The government also promotes the social 
inclusion of refugees in Mexico, and takes seriously the benefits of education in the host 
communities and the search for long-term solutions so that refugees may lead dignified lives 
and their stay in this country gives them a future, a sense of hope, and, of course, of comfort. 
We also have to prepare communities to receive them and we hope to continue working with 
UNHCR, as well as using COMAR to make the most of opportunities for international 
cooperation.

Thank you all very much for being here today.

Enrique Ku González- SEP

First of all, I want to convey a cordial greeting from Luciano Concheiro, Deputy Secretary of 
Higher Education, and a message of thanks and a commitment to follow up on the work that 
will be carried out today and tomorrow, and will have to continue in many other spaces to 
guarantee refugees in Mexico access to higher education and sufficient support. I also want 
to comment that SEP is working to address not only the issue of higher education, but also 
that of basic education, and middle and high school education. We look for any initiatives that 
we can support and raise awareness of in order to support the refugee population as part of 
the process of Mexico’s fourth transformation - as it has been called - that is being driven by 
the federal government. It’s very important to recognize that education offers us the chance 
to contain and even perhaps reverse some of the damage that has been done to those 
expelled from their countries of origin under a number of different circumstances. It is a tool 
that we in Mexico are using to build and consolidate peace and stability, and to promote 
solutions to complex social problems that combine learnings from the national experience 
with what refugees in our country ask of us.

It is also an obligation on the part of the state to work specifically on the incorporating 
refugees into higher education because higher education allows refugees to improve their 
quality of life by developing skills that are necessary at different times in their lives. It is 
important that those who are willing and able to continue their studies at a higher level can 
count on different tools and support from the state not only because it allows them to 
continue their studies and professionalize in a certain subject, but also because it allows them 
to develop skills that later allow them to participate in the construction of economies, political 
systems, educational systems, or health or infrastructure systems, both in the spaces and 
communities that host them, and in their countries of origin when they are able to return.

For SEP, this process is accompanied by a series of reforms that have strengthened 
education in Mexico and that were expressed and manifested in a change to Article III of the 
Mexican Constitution in May of this year. This change established the right to education with a 
focus on human rights and substantive equality, and with it we are promoting greater 
coverage of higher education to close gaps in income and in student retention and 
graduation rates. These changes have been made for Mexican students and institutions, but I 
want to express and convey the interest of SEP - of the working groups that will be 
established - to explore the mechanisms by which these policies and programs can be 
adapted to contemporary challenges and populations - that is, in order to also benefit 
migrants and refugee populations in our country.
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I want to share with you the news that, faced with the challenge of increasing enrollment and 
guaranteeing the right to education, at the instruction of President Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador, SEP has mobilized the universities of the Benito Juárez García network, which are 
located in areas far from the main urban centers in areas of marginalization and exclusion and 
offer programs with a very important focus on social return and community commitment. I 
mention these spaces not only because they represent an educational opportunity to 
students able to take face-to-face classes, but also because they represent a possibility to 
attract talent to the academic staff, such as teachers and researchers, and, together with the 
country's public university system, they could represent alternative sites for receiving people 
with a different immigration status.

I would also like to share with you that this year was the first edition of a program called Zero 
Rejection that has already been implemented in the Valley of Mexico Metropolitan Area, 
offering 34,600 spaces in public institutions to a wide range of young people. In order to do 
this, we received support from private and public universities to incorporate young people 
with financing and scholarship schemes, which in turn are and can be supported by the 
private sector, the government or by other means, such as those mentioned by Deputy 
Secretary Delgado.

However, we are very aware that this type of offer is not enough, rather that we have to 
innovate and create more flexible forms of higher education that take into account the 
realities of migration and life as a refugee. These forms of education include, of course, 
distance education, but they also include some other initiatives that some public universities 
have implemented, such as the creation of short, credit-bearing courses and modular 
degrees. This allows greater transit between educational systems, but also allows knowledge 
from studies to be carried elsewhere when there are problems with the timing or logistics of 
providing refugees with assistance.

On the topic of equality, which we addressed with the mentioned legal reforms, SEP also 
promotes meaningful equality locally, regionally and nationally. It has been working to 
strengthen the Mexican qualifications framework in order to allows us to precisely identify 
learning credits that have been obtained throughout life or educational experiences that have 
taken place in other countries and that could be incorporated into the university system and 
higher education. We want to make visible and rationalize skills already acquired and 
academic and work experience in order to provide the best certifications, that give the 
possibility of better and better-paid work, as well as the chance to participate in higher 
education.

It is a reality that refugees do not always have their high school or degree certificates, their 
documentation, and these Mexican certifications allow us to give them better access. In this 
sense, I would like to conclude by mentioning the importance of work in outreach and 
networking that universities and higher education institutions do. We must create university 
networks not only to give refugees academic options, but also to turn study into a trigger for 
their inclusion in society and the participation of their host communities, building greater 
tolerance and interculturality among students and among populations. These networking 
activities can allow us to have a better dialogue and an exchange in terms of community 
services and social services, matters of health and also cultural offerings.

SEP, through the Deputy Secretary of Higher Education, will be promoting an 
internationalization policy that has become an axis around which to organise interactions 
between universities in our country with those elsewhere, in neighboring countries, starting 
with Central America. In the south of Mexico, we have already established different work 
meetings to make specific shared credit programs, complementary programs between 
Mexican and Central American institutions, but also to strengthen Central American 
institutions. We did this with the support and resources of the Economic Commission for Latin 
America, and doing so allowed us to promote care for refugees.
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This network that is being created around the internationalization axis can also help us gather 
all the resources we have so that academics and researchers learn about the legal context, 
about the tools we have in Mexico, in order that they better understand migratory phenomena 
and refugees. These are issues that we have to put on the table because many times higher 
education institutions do not have the necessary tools to give migrants and refugees 
adequate care, to include them in the way that they should. And in this sense, researchers, 
academics, and non-academic staff can charge ourselves with implementing new and 
innovative plans of action that allow us to provide better care. Thank you very much for the 
opportunity to hear about your experiences. I wish you a lot of success in your work over the 
coming days.

Andrés Ramírez Silva- Coordinator General of COMAR

Refugee issues are clearly becoming more and more pressing in our country. The specific 
weight that they are achieving is showing that Mexico’s part in the international scene is no 
longer that of just another country with refugees, but that of an important country at the 
global level. As Deputy Secretary Martha Delgado said well, we are very committed to 
participating in the Global Refugee Forum which came out of the Global Compact for 
Migration that was approved in the United Nations General Assembly by a practically 
overwhelming majority - almost unanimously - and we, Mexico, after being a leader in the 
Compact, are playing a very important role in the Forum. We are going to present various 
commitments, one of them, as Deputy Secretary Martha Delgado said, has to do directly with 
Habesha Project, which inspires COMAR and lead it to this event.

About two weeks ago, I was given the opportunity to be in Paris and meet SRE there in the 
form of Ambassador Gómez Robledo, as well as representatives of WUSC, who have played 
a very important role in this whole project, and representatives of UNHCR. At that meeting, we 
were able to outline the most important elements, so to speak, of the pledge that we are 
putting together. We are now putting meat on the bones, working with UNHCR in the coming 
days in order to bring something very concrete to the Forum, a commitment that we can really 
fulfill.

I want to tell you that the topic of higher education for refugees is quite new internationally. 
Except for in the case of WUSC, an organization that has been working on this for several 
years on the international scene, it really wasn’t something people talked about much or that 
was worked on by UNHCR or indeed anyone else. Yet we can see that it is now becoming very 
visible. General education is very important, it has always been a priority, it is the most 
important strategic element of society, but higher education can not be neglected, and the 
fact that today we are working on higher education, I think it puts us one big, important step 
ahead, and so the government of Mexico is highly committed to this project. So 
congratulations and thank you very much. I think the conversations and discussions of these 
two days will be very fruitful. Thank you.

Mark Manly- Representative of UNHCR Mexico

It is a pleasure to be here. Thank you to the Habesha Project team for coordinating this event 
and for driving the response on this and other issues within the framework of the changing 
dynamics of migrants and refugees. We think there’s a lot we can do with SEP, so we are very 
happy that today we have a meaningful event on this specific subject, at which we can talk 
about initiatives already underway. And of course I want to thank Andrés Ramírez and COMAR 
for the strong and continuous work that we have in and see throughout Mexico.

I want to acknowledge the great work that Habesha and WUSC have done in preparation for 
this event. For UNHCR, this issue is of particular importance because education is one of the 
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tools that refugees bring when they arrive in a new country, and is essential to helping them 
overcome the obstacles they find on their way and forge a new future.

Mexico has a long tradition of receiving foreign students, and in recent years we have also 
seen the potential it has to receive and contribute to the education and future of student 
refugees. It is important to be clear that the refugee arrives literally empty-handed in many 
cases, but this does not imply that he or she arrives without knowledge or with no desire or 
potential to contribute to the host country. One of the objects produced by UNHCR in recent 
years that I like the most is a t-shirt with a photo of Einstein that says: "A case isn’t the only 
thing a refugee brings to their new country”. Einstein was a refugee. So there we clearly see 
the importance of empowering refugees, and that includes working to give them access to 
primary, secondary and tertiary education.

In Mexico, there is a legal framework that facilitates access to education. It’s a legal 
framework that allows access to universities. It also allows for the revalidation of degree 
certificates - although that is an issue we have to work on a little more - and the certification 
of studies already carried out at the primary and secondary levels, including technical studies. 
And that in itself, Deputy Secretary, is something to highlight as good practice in the context 
of the Global Refugee Forum that will be held in Geneva in a few weeks and will give us a 
foundation upon which to do much more in the country.

In particular, I think it’s necessary to highlight that, in the context of the work already done, we 
are not starting from scratch. There are already things, there are innovative projects already 
underway and we must highlight the vision that Habesha has shown. Because it’s not for a few 
weeks, but for several years that that organization has been working in this field. So, for these 
two days, we have the opportunity to strengthen the type of actions that are already 
underway, and work together as universities, civil society and authorities to ensure that this 
strong base we have is used to its full potential. So we are very keen to start discussions. 
Thank you.
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