
 

1 

 

with NGOs, civil society and the private sector

Informal interactive hearings

United Nations General Assembly
15 July 2013

 
The story of a migrant youth organizer 
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Greetings, 
 

My name is Rishi Singh, and I am a leader at DRUM- Desis Rising Up & Moving. Founded in 
2000, DRUM is the largest migrant rights organization of low-income South Asian  migrant workers, 
families, and youth in the U.S. Our members come from Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Guyana, 
India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Trinidad. They make up the vast majority of service sectors 
workers in global cities like New York as domestic workers, restaurant and retail workers, construction 
and day laborers, and taxi drivers. South Asian migrants number close to one million in New York City 
and are one of the fastest growing migrant populations in the U.S. In New York City, South Asians 
make up 22% of the one million undocumented migrants, second to Latinos at 27%. 

 
It is a great honor for me to speak here today but there are millions of others whose stories 

deserve to be heard as well so I am not here only representing myself but all those that do not have this 
opportunity. I was born in Trinidad and Tobago but due to my family wanting a better life for my 
younger brother and I, we migrated to Canada. We lived in Canada during the late 1980's for 3 years 
before we were faced with deportation and ended up going back to Trinidad. However, my father 
frequently traveled to the United States to work for months at a time to help support our family. We 
eventually decided that we would all go to the U.S. so that our family can stay together. 

 
We came to the U.S in 1995 when I was 10 years old. Like every immigrant family we were 

faced with many struggles including finding jobs, places to live, paying our bills and putting food on the 
table. My mother is a domestic worker and has faced exploitative working conditions due to her 
undocumented status. My father, who passed away 3 years ago, worked for minimum wage for most of 
his life. He was in constant fear of his immigration status being discovered, losing his job, and or facing 
deportation again. There were times when he was literally afraid to go to work when worker verification 
policies were being talked about as part of federal legislation. Policies that deter, prevent and or 
criminalize workers for trying to support their families have no place in immigration policies. 

 
I did not realize what it meant to be undocumented until I was graduating from High School and 

had to apply to colleges. I soon realized that because I was undocumented, I would not be able to get 
scholarships, financial aid, and loans. This meant that I could not go to the colleges I wanted to because 
I could not afford it even though I had graduated the top of my class. It is estimated that over 65,000 
undocumented students graduate High school every year. They and faced with the same barriers to their 
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education. Being from working class families it is sometimes hard to even afford to go to college which 
forces many youth into low wage work in order to support their families. 

 
It was at this point that I was introduced to DRUM. Being undocumented can be very isolating 

but being in DRUM I soon realized that I was not alone. It became my mission to work towards making 
sure families and young people do not have to go through what I had to go through but also 
understanding that there were people that have gone through much worse. I was a Youth Organizer at 
DRUM building the leadership of hundreds of other immigrant youth in order to change policies that 
affected our lives. I helped to spearhead our Education not Deportation Campaign through leading 
community research projects, grassroots campaigns to win rights for immigrant students in NYC public 
school system, and push for fair and just immigration reform nationally. 

 
I have lived in the United States for 17 years as an undocumented immigrant but recently was 

granted Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA). This was an executive order  enacted by 
President Obama that allows undocumented youth who have been in the U.S before the age of 16 and 
are under 30 years to apply for Deferred action Status. This means while they are granted Deferred 
Action these young people will not be in danger of being deported and will be able to get work 
authorization. DACA is valid for two years and is renewable. This has allowed many undocumented 
children to work, get drivers licenses, apply for credit cards, and many more opportunities that were not 
available to them previously. This was a testament to all the work young people from across the country 
have put in over the years to pass policies such as the DREAM Act and just and fair immigration reform. 
DACA was a great first step but it is not a permanent policy nor does it address the family members of 
these children. This requires a federal policy that will legalize undocumented immigrants in the U.S. 

 
I have seen how over the years immigration policy in the U.S. has taken an enforcement first 

approach. I along with many other directly affected people have met with congressional representatives 
locally and nationally to push for a fair and just immigration policy. The current proposed immigration 
bill in the U.S. has failed to take into account our experiences and focuses on increased detention and 
deportation measures, increased border security, and onerous procedures for legalization. It will help 
some people but the human and financial costs will be great. National policies that mainly focus on 
enforcement without tackling the issues of forced migration stemming from Neoliberal policies will not 
deter migrants from crossing borders to survive. 

 
Migration is not a choice but a social phenomenon resulting from economic, political, 

environmental, and religious conditions in home countries. We have to ask ourselves what created those 
conditions in our home countries in the first place before we can actually truly create global migration 
policy that is effective and does not perpetuate and maintain those same conditions.  

 
As part of the Civil Society movement, our membership along with other organizations from the 

U.S. and around the world urge the UNHLD participants to take into consideration the following: 
 
 The institution of mechanisms to guarantee labor right for migrant workers equal to the 

rights of nationals, including equal pay, decent working conditions, ability to organize 
and form unions, social security benefits, and have access to a path to citizenship for 
migrant workers and their families. 

 An end to laws that criminalize migrants for working, regardless of status.  
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 Recognition that as labor, goods and services move across borders in a global economy, 
workers too should have freedom of movement and protection of rights.  

 The need for implementation of policies to stem brain drain from developing countries, 
with investment in quality public services to create jobs and meet economic and social 
rights in home and host countries. 

 A guarantee of human security and human rights  
 

 
The lives and experiences of migrants are not a political game. My life, the lives of the over 14 

million undocumented immigrants in the U.S., nor the lives of the over 200 million migrants of the 
world should not be seen as economic entities but as human beings with families, human rights, hopes, 
and dreams. That is why policies on migration must be made with the voices and input of the migrants 
ourselves, and that these policies have to take into account the root causes which cause people to leave 
their home countries in the first place. People should have a right to migrate, but also a right to 
developed communities- with good work, housing, health, and basic rights. People do not lose their 
human rights by virtue of crossing borders and as such migration policy must respect the inherent 
dignity of migrants 


