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Ladies and Gentlemen,

This statement has been drafted in consultation with, and is delivered on behalf of, a wide range of NGOs and aims to reflect the diversity of views within the NGO community.

Since the meeting of the Executive Committee last year, NGOs had hoped to be able to bring a more positive message to this year’s session. Sadly, however, we have again witnessed numerous situations in which the rights of refugees, other forcibly displaced populations, and stateless persons have been flouted and where humanitarian organisations have been denied access to assist and protect these populations. 

We see it as our role and responsibility to bring a reality check to the Executive Committee by highlighting a number of countries and issues where the rights of refugees and other populations of concern to UNHCR are at stake. We hope that the ExCom – in this session and in its other meetings – will find ways to address the challenges we present so that this forum can better fulfil its responsibility to protect the rights of refugees, asylum-seekers, internally displaced persons (IDPs), and stateless persons. 

Humanitarian Space

Central to our roles and responsibilities as humanitarian organisations is the concept of humanitarian space. Humanitarian response is meaningless without having access and the freedom to operate to provide impartial assistance and protection to populations in need. In this context, we are gravely concerned about the situation in Sri Lanka, where more than 200,000 IDPs and other populations in the Vanni region are unable to find safety and security. Restrictions have been placed on the freedom of movement of these displaced and other populations. Humanitarian organisations have been ordered to leave the area with the result that they are becoming bystanders at best. We call on the Sri Lankan government and the LTTE to ensure unimpeded humanitarian access in accordance with their obligations under international humanitarian law and human rights law.

In other humanitarian crises, such as Afghanistan, humanitarian access has become impossible in many parts of the country due to the ongoing conflict and insecurity for humanitarian personnel. The killing of four staff members of the International Rescue Committee in Afghanistan in August is, once again, a stark reminder that humanitarian organisations no longer enjoy the respect and recognition required to assist populations in need. Unfortunately, the efforts of the Emergency Relief Coordinator and of many NGOs to ensure a prominent humanitarian agenda that is impartial and independent from political and other considerations have failed so far. As a matter of urgency, we call on the international community, in particular ExCom Member States that have an involvement in Afghanistan, to re-assess the integration of humanitarian response into the broader political agenda of nation-building. Humanitarian response does not lend itself to being part of the political toolbox for crisis management.

Iraq’s displacement crisis has steadily increased in complexity. Some refugees are left with no choice but to return to an unstable Iraq, where there is virtually no system in place to help them reintegrate, reclaim their properties, or ensure their welfare; hence, increasing the possibilities that many become internally displaced. Inside Iraq, humanitarian access to IDPs remains limited. One way for international humanitarian organisations to operate inside Iraq is through local and national NGOs, which can access areas that are inaccessible to international staff where they carry out life-saving work. As in many other places, these national and local NGOs need international support in order to help them increase their capacities to respond.

Partnership 

In working on these issues of humanitarian access and space, we have found a close ally in the High Commissioner. We welcome his leading role in asserting humanitarian principles and in demanding respect for the integrity of the humanitarian mission. This commitment to partnership must, however, be better translated into the day-to-day operations of UNHCR both at headquarters and at the field level. The Principles of Partnership form a solid basis for improving our partnerships so that we can better serve populations in need. 

In this context, we are concerned about the lack of quality of UNHCR’s work in South Africa following the xenophobic violence in May. While NGOs have called for leadership from UNHCR in responding to the policies of the government, such as the closure of the camps for the displaced foreign nationals in August, UNHCR in the country has refrained from publicly denouncing these policies and defending the rights of the foreign nationals. NGOs understand that working with a government that fails to fulfil its obligations under international human rights law is not easy. Public messages from UNHCR, however, should highlight the rights of populations at times, instead of the often seen uncontroversial messages about the numbers of blankets and tents distributed.

Urban Refugee Policy

Many people of concern in South Africa, as well as many Iraqi refugees in countries neighbouring Iraq, are concentrated in urban centres. The growing global protection needs of urban refugees must be addressed as a matter of priority. Urban refugees often reside in cities without legal documentation, have inadequate access to education or health care, and are denied work permits. They are often subjected to periods of prolonged detention, especially in countries with encampment policies, and faced with high levels of intolerance, xenophobia, and racist attacks. UNHCR’s operations for urban refugees to date have remained modest at best. The release of the forthcoming urban refugee policy by UNHCR is a critical step in addressing the protection needs of urban refugees. Outreach, identification, and provision of protection services and assistance – especially to the most vulnerable in urban settings – is highly labour and resource intensive. Responding effectively to the needs of these complex urban populations will often require more staff on the ground to identify refugees and to bring registration and other services to them. EXCOM members need to be mindful of these rising costs.

IDPs

The tenth anniversary of the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement reminds us that this document has proven to be a landmark in the protection of, and assistance, to IDPs, both in terms of providing operational guidance and serving as an advocacy tool. Many of the 26 million IDPs in the world remain without adequate protection and assistance. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, renewed fighting has resulted in new waves of displacement since late August. These populations have already been faced with ongoing violence and displacement for the last 15 years. An NGO report recently noted that the humanitarian community has continued to focus the response to IDPs in camp settings. We must, however, also urgently work together to better support communities and families hosting IDPs.

The need to ensure that protection underpins all operations becomes even more apparent in the response to IDPs. In this context, UNHCR must work towards further integrating protection in all that the agency does. Skills and competencies of UNHCR staff must be developed in a way that enables them to easily switch from refugee to IDP operations. 

Statelessness

UNHCR’s growing commitment to prevent, identify, and reduce statelessness, and to protect stateless persons is commendable, as is the marked reduction in the size of the world’s stateless population. However, much more remains to be done to institutionalise the organisation’s mandate and to increase staff capacity to respond to the protection and assistance needs of stateless individuals. We also urge UNHCR to include stateless Palestinians in all of its statistics, research, protection efforts, and global strategies.

Disabilities

Disability remains a cross-cutting issue largely overlooked by international humanitarian actors. With the entry into force this year of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, we are reminded of the obligation to ensure the protection and safety of persons with disabilities in humanitarian responses. We urge ExCom to ensure that this matter is at the top of its priorities. NGOs encourage all stakeholders involved in providing assistance to displaced persons to better translate their rights into reality, through the design, implementation, and monitoring of their programmes. 

Mixed Migration

At last year’s High Commissioner’s Dialogue, a commitment was forged among UNHCR, Member States, other international organisations, and NGOs to strengthen action and to pick up the pace in responding to the survivors of mixed migratory crossings, with first regard to their injury and trauma, not to their status. To be clear, this response is not rescue at sea: it is post-rescue response. 

NGOs encourage UNHCR to perform vigorously the precise role for which there was so much support at the Dialogue: as a convenor of relevant actors, especially here in Geneva, to deepen partnerships and to develop or enhance mechanisms that provide these victims of violence and trauma with proper first aid, recovery, and referral. 
Protracted Situations and the HC’s Dialogue

We look forward to participating in the upcoming High Commissioner’s Dialogue, as last year’s Dialogue provided an open space for discussion between various stakeholders. UNHCR has identified at least 33 protracted refugee situations (not including the Palestinian refugee situation), which account for more than one half of the refugee population worldwide. We encourage States to come to the Dialogue having looked into ways to solve protracted situations. Often the only solution to a protracted situation is a political one, which remains the responsibility of States.

Conclusion
The frank discussion that is facilitated by the format of the High Commissioner’s Dialogue is perhaps a model that the ExCom could consider using as we look for ways to address protracted situations and to better address the protection and assistance needs of refugees and other persons of concern to UNHCR. We urge ExCom to find more innovative ways of tackling the enormous protection and assistance gaps to support the High Commissioner in carrying out his mandate. Meeting each year at ExCom and repeatedly highlighting protection and assistance concerns can no longer be seen as adequate. The words of support by States to the High Commissioner’s mandate must be turned into more concrete actions, which include ensuring access for humanitarian organisations so that those in need of protection and assistance can be served.

Thank you.
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