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1 -  Renewed clashes and insecurity causing displacement in Eastern DRC  

2 -  Record number of African refugees and migrants cross the Gulf of Aden 
in 2011 

 

This is a summary of what was said by the UNHCR spokesperson at today’s Palais des Nations 
press briefing in Geneva. Further information can be found on the UNHCR websites, 
www.unhcr.org and www.unhcr.fr, which should also be checked for regular media updates on 
non-briefing days. 

 
 
1 -    Renewed clashes and insecurity causing displacement in Eastern DRC  
 
Renewed violence variously involving government troops, FDLR forces, and local 
defence groups in the Democratic Republic of Congo’s volatile eastern region has 
forced over 100,000 civilians out of their homes since late November.   
 
UNHCR is very concerned about the consequences of this violence on the 
protection of civilians caught in the fighting.  
 
In North Kivu, an estimated 35,000 people have been displaced as a result of 
attacks and clashes between rival militia groups in Walikale and Masisi territories. 
At least 22 people were reported killed and an unknown number of women raped 
during the fighting.   
 
Despite limited humanitarian access because of the prevailing insecurity in the 
region, staff from UNHCR, OCHA and the UN Peacekeeping mission (MONUSCO) 
met some of the displaced during an assessment mission to affected areas last 
week. They found several empty and burned villages, as well as looted healthcare 
centers.  In Walowa Yungu, for example, 14 of the 18 villages in the area have been 
virtually deserted by residents.   
  
Most displaced people are either living with host families, in overcrowded makeshift 
settlements, or occupying schools.  Some of them told the assessment team that 
they have lost access to their farmlands and that they are victims of forced labor, 
harassment and violence.  
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In South Kivu, attacks in Shabunda have displaced some 70,000 people since 
November. According to local sources, some 4,400 are estimated to have fled 
violent attacks during the past two weeks.  The displaced are seeking refuge in 
South Kivu Province but are also reported to be moving towards the neighboring 
provinces of Maniema and Katanga.  
 
We are working with our partners to address the needs of the displaced as we gain 
access to them. This includes providing shelter, clean water, food and healthcare.  
In addition to the material assistance, our colleagues on the ground are also 
providing psycho-social support to survivors of rape and other traumas caused by 
the violence.  
 
Before the current attacks, there were already 1,119,597 people uprooted by years 
of armed violence in the two Kivus.   
 
In a separate development further south, we are hearing reports of more than 
12,000 people having been recently displaced in central Katanga Province.  An 
inter-agency mission – that UNHCR is part of – was planned to go to the area this 
week but had to be postponed for security reasons.  According to our initial 
information, 65 percent of these displaced are young boys and girls who have 
sought refuge in 17 villages in Mitwaba territory. They reportedly fled to escape from 
new militia activities in this relatively stable province.   
 
For further information on this topic, please contact: 
In Kinshasa, Celine Schmitt on mobile +243 81 700 9484 
In Geneva, Fatoumata Lejeune-Kaba on mobile +41 79 249 3483 
 
 
2 -    Record number of African refugees and migrants cross the Gulf of Aden 
in 2011 
  
Despite growing instability and a worsening security in Yemen, a record 103,000 
refugees, asylum seekers and migrants from the Horn of Africa made the perilous 
journey across the Gulf of Aden and the Red sea in 2011. Last year saw an almost 
100 per cent increase from 2010 when 53,000 people made the same journey. The 
previous highest number of arrivals we have seen was in 2009 when 78,000 people 
made the journey. UNHCR has been gathering data on the mixed migration flow 
from the Horn since 2006. 
  
Among those who made the crossing last year more than 130 are known to have 
drowned. Most of the new arrivals reach Yemen’s shores in desperate condition - 
dehydrated, malnourished and often in shock. Those crossing the Red Sea and the 
Gulf of Aden face extreme risks and challenges at every stage of their journey - in 
their countries of origin, during transit, and on and after arrival in Yemen. These 
include physical and sexual violence as well as trafficking. Once in Yemen they face 
new difficulties including inadequate access to basic services such as shelter, 
water, food, emergency health care, limitations to the freedom of movement and 
lack of access to a means of livelihood. 
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The latest data also shows a striking increase in the number of Ethiopians arriving 
in Yemen - who now account for three out of every four arrivals. Until 2008, the 
majority of those making the crossing were Somali refugees fleeing violence and 
human rights abuses in their country. This trend shifted in 2009, since when 
Ethiopian nationals have been in the majority. 
  
On arrival in Yemen Somalis are automatically recognized as refugees, which 
ensures access to documentation and relatively unhindered movement. Some 
25,500 Somali refugees arrived in Yemen in 2011 alone, bringing the total to more 
than 202,000. Together with our partners we are managing a network of reception 
centres along the coast, providing protection and assistance. 
  
For Ethiopians, the situation in Yemen is far more challenging and dangerous. Out 
of some 76,000 who arrived in 2011 every fifth applied for asylum in Yemen. That is 
a ten per cent increase in comparison to 2010.  
 
Many Ethiopian arrivals still say they left home because of a lack of economic and 
livelihood opportunities. As economic migrants they see Yemen as a transit country. 
Fearing detention and deportation Ethiopian migrants avoid contact with the 
authorities as they look for ways to reach other Gulf States. They routinely 
experience robbery, abuse, and extortion at the hands of smugglers and traffickers.  
 
We are particularly alarmed by an incident earlier this week in which three 
Ethiopians were killed by smugglers operating along Yemen’s Red Sea coast. 
According to initial reports, the Ethiopians were shot while trying to escape from the 
smugglers, who were attempting to extort money. The incident happened in Taiz 
governorate on 13 January. The bodies were left on the outskirts of Al-Dhubai 
village. These deaths are tragic and underline the serious risks African refugees, 
potential asylum seekers and migrants face in crossing the Gulf of Aden or the Red 
Sea. It is our hope that the Yemeni authorities will find the perpetrators and bring 
them to justice. 
  
Instability and the reduced police presence in Yemen are giving human traffickers 
and smugglers more room to operate. It is also frequently preventing patrols along 
Yemen’s shores by humanitarian teams as they try to reach new arrivals before the 
smugglers. Reports of abductions of migrants or refugees upon arrival in Yemen 
persist - mostly for ransom or extortion. While the main targets seem to be 
Ethiopian new arrivals some Somali refugees have been also abducted.  
  
Another worrying trend has been the prevalence of violent physical and sexual 
abuse of refugees and migrants at the hands of smugglers while at sea or in land. 
Throughout 2011 UNHCR recorded instances of rape, sexual assault and physical 
abuse perpetrated against refugees and migrants. Together with our partners we 
provide medical assistance and counseling to survivors. 
 
For further information on this topic, please contact: 
In Zarzis, Tunisia:  Rocco Nuri on mobile +216 22834431  

In Geneva:  Sybella Wilkes on mobile +41 79 557 9138 
 


