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Mr. Chairman,

The countries of the Middle East and North Africa are now host to the fastest growing refugee crisis in the world. Violence has displaced millions of Iraqis both internally and throughout the region. Syria and Jordan are hosting the majority of these refugees, but there are also Iraqis in Egypt, Lebanon, Iran, Turkey, and elsewhere. The vast majority of them have survived with little or no assistance from the international community and few, if any, of them enjoy their rights as refugees. This situation cannot continue. The United Nations and its member States must take action now to protect and assist these refugees and IDPs.

We welcome UNHCR’s appeal for aid to assist these refugees, and the conference it will hold next month here in Geneva, but we respectfully submit that more than US$60 million will be needed to deal with this crisis. UNHCR’s appeal envisions assisting only a small percentage of these refugees. That is not nearly enough. We urge UNHCR to pursue a more robust appeal, one that will reach a greater percentage of those in need.

We wish to express our utmost concern about ongoing refoulement at the Jordanian border, which is now closed to single Iraqi men between the ages of 17 and 35. We are also extremely concerned by new restrictive regulations in Syria that reduce the period of a residency permit issued to Iraqis at the border from three-months to 15 days, and make it much more difficult to renew residency permits. The effect of this could be that Syria will follow Jordan in treating Iraqi refugees as though they are illegal immigrants, and subjecting them to deportation. We are particularly concerned that an under-resourced UNHCR has not maintained an adequate monitoring presence at the Syrian and Jordanian borders and has not been able to fulfil its core protection mandate under the Refugee Convention.   

We urge UNHCR to maintain a permanent border presence at the key checkpoints into Jordan and Syria. We call upon Syria and Jordan to recognise Iraqi refugees at their borders and on their territories on a prima facie basis based on the high levels of generalised violence, targeted persecution, and ongoing armed conflict in Iraq.

We call on the international community to provide significant humanitarian assistance to those countries bearing the brunt of the refugee burden, in particular, to help Jordan and Syria cope with the costs of housing, medical care, psychosocial care, and education for the hundreds of thousands of Iraqi refugees living in their countries.

We urge all neighbouring countries, whether or not they have signed the 1951 Convention, to allow the Iraqis to exercise all of their rights under the 1951 Convention, especially the rights to work and to move freely and live where they choose. Not only will this reduce the need for international aid, as more of the refugees will be able to support themselves, but it will also leave them better prepared to return to their country and rebuild it than if they had spent their exile living on assistance or in a refugee camp.  

We call on UNHCR to pursue all durable solutions for these refugees, including resettlement for those refugees who are in particular danger in exile, as well as those who are unlikely to be able to ever repatriate safely.  We believe the resettlement programme should especially target:


●
Those who are at risk because they worked for Coalition forces, UN agencies, NGOs, media, or other foreign organisations;

●
Religious minorities, including Iraq’s Chaldean, Christian, and Mandean communities, who are subject to particular persecution in Iraq;

●
Members of mixed Sunni-Shi’a families, who are unlikely to find a safe haven in Iraq as its communities redefine themselves along religious lines;

●
Those who are unlikely to be able to support themselves safely in exile: including, inter alia, women at risk, the elderly, those with disabilities or medical conditions that their countries of exile cannot treat, and unaccompanied children; and

●
Members of other refugee groups fleeing Iraq, including the Palestinians and Iranian Kurds stranded on the borders of Syria and Jordan.

Efforts should be made to identify extremely vulnerable refugees during the registration process, and to expedite the referral of these refugees to assistance programmes and to resettlement as appropriate. The use of NGO partnerships should be considered to augment UNHCR’s capacity in this regards. 

We call on countries that are able to resettle refugees to respond generously to UNHCR’s anticipated referrals of 20,000 Iraqis this year for resettlement. We welcome the United States’ decision to accept 7,000, and hope it will expand on this number in the future. We are concerned, however, with the United States’ broad use of the refugee exclusion clause under its domestic law provision of ‘material support for terrorism.’ We ask UNHCR to clarify its position that the exclusion clauses be strictly construed. We particularly call upon the United Kingdom, a key Coalition partner, which, as yet, has not agreed to take any Iraqi refugee referrals from UNHCR, to resettle significant numbers of Iraqi refugees.  

We call upon UNHCR to assess the situation of Palestinian refugees in and fleeing Iraq, whose whereabouts are largely unknown to the Agency, initiate prioritized departure and temporary protection (as was done under similar circumstances for the Kosovars during the Balkan conflict), and reactivate the search for a durable solution.
Other crises in the region need attention as well. We are extremely concerned about the ongoing detention and abuse of migrants in Libya. We are particularly concerned with the mass deportations of these people, with no screening to protect against the refoulement of refugees and asylum-seekers. Between 2003 and 2005, Libya repatriated nearly 150,000 people to countries in sub-Saharan Africa, many of which were significant sources of refugees. We call upon the EU and key member States, particularly Italy, not to cooperate in migration control measures with Libya until Libya honours fundamental human rights and protection for migrants and asylum-seekers, inter alia, through ratifying the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol, adopting a national asylum law, and formally recognising UNHCR’s presence in the country.  

We are also concerned with the situation of Sudanese and other refugees in Egypt. More than a year after the clash between refugees and Egyptian security forces that left dozens of Sudanese dead, there has been no real improvement in their situation. A report from the American University in Cairo found that the restrictions on refugees’ livelihoods were a major factor in provoking the tragic confrontation, but the government has made no moves to simplify the nearly impossible process for refugees to obtain work permits.  Egypt hosts more than 20,000 Sudanese refugees, and with a rapidly growing number of Iraqi refugees, reform is urgent.

Protection is also a major problem in Iran. The government there has forcibly returned tens of thousands of Afghans, without allowing UNHCR to screen them properly for refugee status. Given the continuing unrest in their home country, this is a serious risk of refoulement.

The Government of Morocco has repeatedly refouled refugees under the mandate of UNHCR during 2006 and early of 2007. We are concerned with the lack of protection and assistance when these refugees are left in the outskirts of cities like Rabat and Casablanca. We urge the Government of Morocco to provide appropriate documentation to the refugees and to assure their protection against detention and refoulement. We are greatly troubled by constant reports of authorities refusing to respect the official papers of asylum-seekers and refugees upon presentation—even ripping these UNHCR documents up in front of them. We are particularly concerned with the situation of women refugees who are sexually abused while being refouled in Oujada, the border with Algeria. On 23 December 2006, two women refugees, one of them a minor, were raped by the Moroccan border police. We call for resettlement countries to consider resettling vulnerable refugees, such as these women and their children.  

We also condemn the continued warehousing of Sahrawi refugees in the camps at Tindouf, Algeria. The Polisario rebel group from Western Sahara, with the complicity of the Algerian government, has kept nearly 100,000 refugees confined to camps in the desert for more than 30 years. A recent visit by UNHCR, the World Food Programme, and European agencies found conditions in the camps to be dire, with children suffering from acute malnutrition and high rates of anaemia among pregnant and lactating women.  In early 2006, flooding in the camps left 50,000 of the refugees homeless. We hope that UNHCR can work to provide better protection and assistance for these refugees including freedom for the refugees to leave the camps and work to support themselves if they so choose. Algeria’s generous treatment of some 4,000 Palestinian refugees who enjoy nearly the same rights as Algerians with regard to residence and economic activity, is the model it should follow with respect to the Sahrawi.

Thank you.
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