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

As NGOs, we welcome the opportunity to comment on the preparation of ExCom conclusions, not only as interested civil society, but also based on the expertise that our field experience gives us. 

We welcome the decision to have an ExCom conclusion on persons of concern with disabilities, something NGOs have been lobbying for a few years. We in particular welcome the close cooperation between concerned States, NGOs, and UNHCR that the preparations have allowed for.

We also welcome the fact that ExCom is considering returning to previous practice in which the conclusions are less lengthy and more principled, allowing States to agree on the essential instead of running the risk of watering down the conclusion in a lengthy and tedious effort to seek compromise, often having to agree on the lowest possible common denominator in an attempt to have at least some sort of agreed text. A concise Conclusion also allows ExCom to consider more than one Conclusion per session, as operations and needs would require.

NGOs, therefore, urge ExCom members to adopt a conclusion this year on birth registration for people of concern to UNHCR. Birth registration is an essential element of child protection and the protection of families, vital for safeguarding family unity and supporting reunification. 

In our work on the ground, we see that birth registration among children of concern is unacceptably low. Baseline data from UNHCR’s Global Strategic Priorities show that in the 103 refugee camps surveyed in 2009, only 46% of children are registered or given a birth certificate. That is, more than half of the children lack formal evidence of their identity - evidence instrumental to protection and to finding durable solutions, whether integration, resettlement, or return.

The negative effects of lack of birth registration are both immediate and last beyond childhood. Without birth registration, children and adults cannot have officially recognised documents, risk not having a legal identity, or even being stateless. They often cannot access even basic services, protection, or recourse against abuse or violations of their rights. This situation is especially discriminatory because this same lack of legal identity exponentially increases their vulnerability to exploitation, human trafficking, and even civil and criminal enforcement measures that have nothing to do with any fault of their own, including arbitrary and indefinite detention and deportation.

There is hardly an easier remedy to much of this vulnerability than straightforward birth registration. It is important to be clear that we are not talking about a declaration of nationality, we are not talking about a status with special rights, we are talking simply about a formal document that says I was born.

Surely States, UNHCR, NGOs, and persons of concern themselves converge on this issue. The right to identity has been recognised in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and in the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which has been ratified by nearly all of the States of this Standing Committee. 

We, therefore, strongly support an ExCom Conclusion on birth registration which would reinforce, amongst others: 

· birth registration is the responsibility of the State, and the development of temporary or parallel systems should be avoided; 

· birth registration should be issued free of charge and should be easily accessible to all without discrimination;

· fines for late registration should be removed; “retrospective” registration for adults without birth certificates should be stipulated to ensure full civil registration of the population of concern;

· registration should include as least the minimal information as recognised under international standards and practices 
· Governments should be encouraged to work together with UNHCR, UNICEF, and with NGOs to ensure that birth registration is accessible to all, including marginalised communities, indigenous children, children with disabilities, and others, regardless of nationality, cultural identity, residence, or of the marital status of their parents. 

We urge UNHCR to 

· identify States with low rates of registration and assist in increasing the percentage of registration among children of concern, in conjunction with other actors (civil society actors, UNICEF, UNFPA, etc.);

· improve registration systems for the long-term, beyond immediate crises, with capacity-building including training for staff, supporting transitions to computerise systems where feasible, and development of comprehensive data collection systems; 

· to cooperate with local systems and structures, such as mid-wives, faith communities, and others, as they can play an important role in promoting birth registration;

· actively support the raising of awareness and advise services to all populations of concern including IDPs/refugee populations on the importance and value of legal identity documents and how to safeguard and protect them.

A longer version of this statement is available in print at the back of the room.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
