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About this Committee
The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), also known as the UN Refugee Agency, is a United
Nations agency mandated to protect and support refugees at the request of a government or the UN itself and assists in their
voluntary repatriation, local integration or resettlement to a third country. Its headquarters are in Geneva, Switzerland and is a
member of the United Nations Development Group. The UNHCR has won two Nobel Peace Prizes, once in 1954 and again in
1981.
The original purpose of the agency was to address the post-World War II refugee situation in Europe. But despite a mandate
originally lasting only three years, UNHCR has no prospect of its work coming to an end. Increasingly intractable conflicts are
leading to the creation of seemingly permanent and global refugee crises. Population growth, urbanisation, climate change,
water scarcity, and food and energy insecurity are combining in ways that displace people both inside and outside their
countries. While many of these issues are recognised in the UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), little attention is paid to
the relationship between conflict, displacement and development.
A global challenge
The latest figures available show that the number of refugees of concern to UNHCR stood at 10.4 million refugees at the
beginning of 2013. A further 4.8 million registered refugees are looked after in some 60 camps in the Middle East by United
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), which was set up in 1949 to care for
displaced Palestinians. The refugees of concern to UNHCR are spread around the world, with half in Asia and some 28 per cent in
Africa. They live in widely varying conditions, from well-established camps and collective centres to makeshift shelters or living
in the open. More than half of all refugees of concern to UNHCR live in urban areas. They all face three possible solutions:
repatriation; local integration or resettlement.
A safety net?
Governments normally guarantee the basic human rights and physical security of their citizens. But when people become
refugees this safety net disappears. Refugees fleeing war or persecution are often in a very vulnerable situation. They have no
protection from their own state - indeed it is often their own government that is threatening to persecute them. If other
countries do not let them in, and do not protect and help them once they are in, then they may be condemning them to an
intolerable situation where their basic rights, security and, in some cases their lives, are in danger.
How can members:








ensure the basic human rights of uprooted or stateless people in their countries of asylum or habitual residence
help refugees find appropriate durable solutions to their plight, by repatriating voluntarily to their homeland, integrating in
countries of asylum or resettling in third countries?
promote or provide legal and physical protection?
minimize the threat of violence - including sexual assault - which many refugees are subject to, even in countries of asylum?
provide at least a minimum of shelter, food, water and medical care in the immediate aftermath of any refugee exodus?
take into account the specific needs of women, children, the elderly and the disabled?

The UN convention that protects the
legal rights of refugees

http://www.unhcr.org/4ec262df9.html

The Global Appeal is an
invaluable guide for general
readers to UNHCR's
worldwide operations.

http://www.unhcr.org/ga14/index.xml
Key issues
Asylum seekers and refugees are entitled to all the rights and fundamental freedoms that are spelled out in international human
rights instruments. The protection of the refugee must be seen in the broader context of the protection of human rights.
The refugee situation has become a classic example of the interdependence of the international community. It fully
demonstrates how the problems of one country can have immediate consequences for other countries. It is also an example of
interdependence between issues. There is a clear relationship between the refugee problem and the issue of human rights.
Violations of human rights are not only among the major causes of mass exoduses but also rule out the option of voluntary
repatriation for as long as they persist. Violations of rights of minorities and ethnic conflicts are increasingly at the source of
both mass exoduses and internal displacements.
Disregard for the minimum rights of refugees and internally displaced persons is another dimension of the relationship between
the two issues. During the process of seeking asylum, a growing number of people are faced with restrictive measures which
deny them access to safe territories. In some instances asylum seekers and refugees are detained or forcibly returned to areas
where their lives, liberty and security are threatened. Some are attacked by armed groups, or recruited into armed forces and
forced to fight for one side or the other in civil conflicts. Asylum-seekers and refugees are also victims of racist aggression.
Refugees have rights which should be respected prior to, during, and after the process of seeking asylum. Respect for human
rights is a necessary condition for both preventing and resolving today's refugee flows.
Key issues facing refugees are:









Violations of rights of refugees
Restrictive measures
Ill-treatment of asylum-seekers
Denial of rights of asylum-seekers
Violations of the rights to life, liberty and security
Refugees and xenophobic or racist aggression
Violations of human rights and voluntary return
Violations of human rights as origins of mass exodus
Read in detail about the issues here: http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FactSheet20en.pdf

"The refugee issue must be put to all
governments and peoples as a test of
their commitment to human rights".

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Sadako Ogata,

Refugees and the MDGs
Violent conflict has the ability to throw off course the implementation of the MDGs, and most often it is the least of lessdeveloped countries bordering conflict-affected states, which shoulder the responsibility for hosting refugees. In 2009,
developing countries hosted 80 per cent of the world's refugee population. But refugees should not just be seen as a burden.
Given access to education and livelihoods, refugees actively contribute to their host societies.
And for those refugees who choose to return to countries which have been torn apart by conflict, poverty reduction and
development are essential to achieving durable solutions and stability. In countries where displaced and formerly displaced
people make up a substantial part of the population, strategic targeting of development aid can guide the transition from
humanitarian relief to attaining the MDGs.
Although none of the eight MDGs deals specifically with refugees, most, if not all, have direct relevance to their plight. Refugees,
just like non-refugees, should benefit from poverty eradication, primary education, gender equality and the empowerment of
women, and improved maternal health. The prevention of HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases, environmental sustainability
and reduced child mortality should also serve to meet the protection needs of refugees. Combating HIV and AIDS remains a
particular policy priority for UNHCR. Around 1.8 million people living with HIV are affected by conflict, disaster or displacement.
Approximately 87 percent of refugees have access to HIV treatment and 75 per cent of pregnant refugee women have access to
prevention of mother-to-child HIV transmission programmes when available to surrounding host populations. UNHCR's role has
recently been reinforced through its appointment as co-lead for HIV issues in emergency response together with the World Food
Programme. However, more can be done to combat stigma and discrimination, and to ensure access to prevention and
treatment services for people who have been displaced, as well as our staff and their family members. The promotion of gender
equality is another of UNHCR's central objectives. Situations of conflict frequently give rise to violence against women.
Militarism aggravates and perpetuates violence, promoting a culture of fear and division that allows violence and aggression to
flourish. The impact is disproportionately on women and girls, in particular through their subjection to rape as a weapon of war
and other forms of violence.
http://www.una.org.uk/content/putting-refugees-development-agenda
Refugees and Sustainable Development
Refugees and internally displaced people often have to rely on natural resources for their survival, particularly during an
emergency. Trees may be cut to build or support simple shelters; firewood may be collected to cook meals or to keep warm; and
wild game, fruit, herbs and other plants might be gathered as a source of food or medicine. These natural resources are also
often used for livelihood and income-generation activities, such as agriculture or making charcoal to sell in local markets.
However, unsustainable use of natural resources can lead to environmental degradation, with lasting impacts on natural
resources and on the well-being of refugee and host communities relying on the environment.
Camps are never meant to be permanent, though many countries have refugees or internally displaced people (IDP) in the same
place for several decades. Camps and settlements can negatively impact the environment and have an effect on the local
economy and relations with host communities. A commitment to the environment requires sound environmental management
practices in all phases of refugee and IDP operations. Therefore, delegates must consider sustainable solutions, such as
reforestation and how communities can be given the tools and knowledge to provide a livelihood and income-generation
opportunities for refugees and host communities alike.

Where are the world’s IDPs and refugees?

Where are the world’s IDPs and refugees?

Case study: Syria
More than 9 million Syrians have been displaced by the fighting — 6.5 million within Syria, and about 2.5 million as refugees in
neighboring countries.


Refugee children are at risk of becoming ill, malnourished, abused, or exploited. Millions have been forced to quit
school.



No. Thousands of refugees are leaving Syria every day. In 2013, nearly 2 million sought safety in another country. Their
main destinations are Jordan, Turkey, Lebanon, and Iraq.



Refugees lack adequate shelter, clean water, food, and hygiene items. Most left their homes on short notice after facing
shootings, bombings, and artillery fire. Often, they arrive in the country of refuge with little more than the clothes they
are wearing. Some have not even had a chance to grab their identity papers.



In recent months, cold and rain have been hard on many families who lacked adequate clothing and heat.



More than 1 million refugees are in Lebanon. Many have taken up residence there in communities’ abandoned
buildings, sheds, spare rooms, garages, and in tent settlements on vacant land.



Conditions are often crowded and unsanitary. Even so, families struggle to pay rent for these spaces.



Almost 600,000 refugees have settled in Jordan, mostly with host families or in rented accommodations. About 106,000
live in Za’atari, a camp near the northern border with Syria.



Children are especially susceptible to malnutrition and diseases related to poor sanitation. Many suffer from diarrheal
diseases and dehydration.



Children are more vulnerable to sexual abuse and exploitation in unfamiliar and overcrowded conditions. Without
adequate income to support their families and fearful of their daughters being molested, parents – especially single
mothers – may opt to arrange marriage for girls as young as 13.



Because of the breakdown of the Syrian health system and lack of adequate immunization, there have been outbreaks
of measles and even polio in Syria and among refugee children.



After three years of conflict, at least 3 million children have left education. For children in Syria, the reasons are many:
schools destroyed or occupied by warring groups or displaced families, teachers absent or deceased, and insecurity.



For refugee families that don't live in camps, paying rent and other expenses can make it difficult for parents to afford
books, uniforms, and tuition fees for their children. In some cases children must give up school and start work to help
provide for their families.

http://www.worldvision.org/news-stories-videos/faqs-war-syria-children-and-refugee-crisis

How do we get vital supplies to the people that need them?

http://www.ohchr.org/en/newsevents/pages/rapeweaponwar.aspx How can we protect women, men and children from rape?

A beautiful, animated infographic that tracks movements of people fleeing conflicts, climate disasters and political instability.
http://www.therefugeeproject.org/

Take a(n interactive) tour of Zaatari camp and meet residents Mahmood, Abu Shadi and Omaran
here: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-23801200
Two million people have fled over Syria's borders to escape the bloody internal battle engulfing the country, the
latest UN figures show. One million of them are children. Many of those forced to leave their homes have taken
refuge in neighbouring countries, but 130,000 of them are now living in a three-square-mile piece of the desolate
Jordanian desert - home to the sprawling Zaatari refugee camp.

Focus in the Post MDG framework:

www.un.org/sg/management/pdf/HLP_P2015_Report.pdf
Questions for Research:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What are the current known numbers of refugees in your country?
How has your country implemented legislation that protects refugees in your country?
How do you protect the rights of specific groups such as children? Women? Minority ethnic of religious groups?
What action has your country taken to ensure adequate support for refugees on an international level?
Who are your strongest allies in committee?
Country profiles: http://www.refworld.org/type,COUNTRYPROF,,,,,0.html
Country positions: http://www.refworld.org/publisher,UNHCR,COUNTRYPOS,,,0.html
Multimedia:
Syria: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T9BZNKqRyFc
Life as a refugee child: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LpwqK3B2ac8
Angelina Jolie visits Syrian refugees: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BMCpy_UeRYc
Many more from UNHCR: https://www.youtube.com/user/unhcr
http://www.unrefugees.org.au/what-we-do/millennium-development-goals
http://post2015.iisd.org/category/actors/un-programme-agency-or-fund/unhcr/
http://www.unhcr.se/se/media/artikel/a8ac6cb8e920774bb5907ed03daddd0a/united-nations-day-24-october.html
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/development-beyond-2015.html
http://post2015.org/2013/09/27/odi-september-podcast-educating-syrian-refugees-service-delivery-my-world-and-post-2015/
http://womensrefugeecommission.org/blog/1742-beyond-2015-making-sure-the-post-2015-development-agenda-leaves-noone-behind

Rape, violence and torture within the camps: How do we protect all IDPs and refugees?

