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About the Committee:
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is the UN Refugee Agency,
with a mandate to “protect refugees, forcibly displaced communities and stateless people,
and assist in the process of voluntary repatriation, local integration or resettlement to a third
country. “
UNHCR has the responsibility to lead and co-ordinate international action in response to
refugee issues worldwide. Its primary focus is to ensure the wellbeing and preservation of
civil liberties and human rights of those forced to migrate or resettle. However, the UNHCR
has increasingly played a role in providing humanitarian assistance to persecuted groups and
internally displaced persons (IDPs) in recognition of the United Nations Convention Relating
to the Status of Refugees (1951).

Areas of priority (Source: UNHCR Global Strategic Priorities 2016-2017):
The UNHCR has outlined its operational priorities as the following:
Ensuring access
to territorial
protection and
asylum
procedures;
protection
against
refoulement;
and the
adoption of
nationality laws
that prevent
and/or reduce
statelessness.

Securing birth
registration,
profiling and
individual
documentation
based on
registration.

Reducing
protection risks
faced by people
of concern; in
particular –
discrimination,
sexual and
gender-based
violence and
specific risks
faced by
children.

Promoting
human
potential
through
increased
opportunities
for quality
education and
livelihoods
support.

Impact indicators (How does the UNHCR measure the implementation of its operation
priorities in legislation and in the field?):
1. % of stateless people for whom nationality has been granted or confirmed.
2. % of children under 12 months old who have been issued with appropriate birth
document by relevant authorities.
3. % of households living in adequate dwellings.
4. % of active female participants in leadership/management structures.
5. % of people of concern, identified in need of resettlement, submitted for
resettlement.
6. Under 5 mortality rates.
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About the Committee Topic:
The Right to Nationality and the Refugee Crisis
2018 in Context
In 2018 the UNHCR has observed emerging crises develop as tensions around migration and
nationality become increasingly fractious across the globe. The United States of America (USA)
enforced a policy of separation at the border for Central American immigrants attempting to cross
from Mexico. Whilst, Britain’s hostile environment policy undermined the settlement of thousands of
commonwealth citizens who had migrated to Britain in the mid-20th century. As beacons of democracy
and sponsors of the United Nations mission both states serve as examples of the complexity in making
humanitarian policy.
The ongoing refugee crisis has seen forced migration with an emphasis on movement within Europe,
[the] Middle East and Africa (EMEA). Approximately seventy-million individuals have been forcibly
displaced worldwide. The consequent humanitarian crisis presents several complex challenges for the
UNHCR, member states and other affiliated organisations and interest groups.

The European Situation
The European refugee crisis, or European situation relates to a spike in migration to the European
Union (EU) from 2015 and as a consequence of civil war and conflict predominantly in the Greater
Middle East and Africa. Individuals attempting to access Europe via the Mediterranean, often do so at
great peril at the hands of human traffickers.

Civil War and the Arab Spring
The Arab Spring references a series of demonstrations, riots, coups, foreign interventions, and civil
wars in the EMEA. This series was triggered by the 2010 Tunisian Revolution, which ultimately
culminated in the overthrow of the longstanding Ben Ali government in the pursuit of direct, free and
fair elections. This ultimately triggered a spread to several countries throughout 2011 prominently in
Bahrain, Egypt, Yemen and Syria.
Whilst the Arab Spring had a far-reaching influence on several states, it was suppressed in several
countries (including Jordan, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia) and thus had a limited role in changing systems
of government. However, where uprisings were able to seed into the fabric of society, government
repression soon followed. This often lead to internally displaced persons (IDP) and refugees emerging
as individuals sought to escape persecution due to race, religion, nationality, and membership of a
particular social group or political opinion.
The UNHCR estimates that 362,000 refugees and migrants crossed the Mediterranean Sea in 2016.
181,400 arrived in Italy, whilst 173,450 arrived in Greece. In the first half of 2017, over 105,000
refugees and migrants entered Europe. This has ultimately been accompanied by a devastating toll on
human life. Since the beginning of 2017, over 2,700 people are believed to have died or gone missing
while crossing the Mediterranean to reach the European Union.
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Between January and August 2015, the most common countries where refugees sought asylum
were the following:

Figure One: Where Refugees Seek Asylum in Europe (Source: UNHCR and Statista)

Syrian Civil War
The Syrian Civil War is a multi-sided armed conflict in Syria fought between the Ba’athist Syrian Arab
Republic and various forces opposing both the government and each other. Emerging as part of the
wider 2011 Arab Spring, unrest grew out of discontent with the Assad government and escalated when
government forces violently suppressed protest.
The war has been fought between the Syrian Government (supported by Iran, Russia and Hezbollah),
Sunni Arab rebels (supported by Turkey), Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (supported by Al-Qaeda
and purported to be funded by Qatar and Saudi Arabia) and the Democratic Federation of Northern
Syria (supported by the USA and France).
According to the UNHCR, 5.6 million people have fled Syria since 2011, seeking safety in Lebanon,
Turkey, Jordan and beyond. Millions more are termed as IDP’s, and as the war between various
factions continue, it is increasingly challenging for the UNHCR and its partners to protect and assist
those displace persons who most require such service.
In Lebanon, more than a million Syrian refugees have little or no financial resources. Around 70% live
below the poverty line, with no formal refugee camps and a government increasingly hostile to their
presence. With Syrians scattered throughout more than 2,100 urban and rural communities and
locations, often in overcrowded lodgings shared with other refugee families. Jordan is currently host
to over 655,000 individuals. Approximately 80% of those in Jordan, live outside camps, whilst, 139,000
have settled in the camps of Za’atari and Azraq. It is estimated that 93% of refugees in Jordan live
below the poverty line.
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Turkey hosts the largest number of registered Syrian refugees – currently 3.3 million. This challenges
the assumption that this crisis is one of significant burden to Europe. Crucially, whilst Europe does play
host to refugees, it is neighbouring countries which have absorbed a significant proportion, despite
having a less sustainable economic base.
Figure Two: Top nationalities of arrivals in Greece, Italy and Spain (Source: UNHCR)

UNHCR Activity and Response
UNHCR works with partners to ensure that support and assistance is provided to those fleeing
to Europe. This is often delivered in the form of (a)humanitarian and financial assistance, (b)
accommodation, (c) response to sexual and gender-based violence, (d) protection monitoring
and interventions, (e) engaging with refugee communities to reflect their voice, (f) identifying
and supporting persons with specific needs (including unaccompanied and separated
children).
In early 2017, the Syrian War entering its seventh year with no conclusion to fighting. The
UNHCR partnered with other UN agencies to appeal for $8 billion US dollars to help fund vital
support for Syrian IDP’s and refugees. The Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) for
2018-2019, calls for $4.4 billion US dollars to support over five million refugees in
neighbouring countries and some four million people in the communities hosting them. The
second aspect of this plan, seeks nearly $3.2 billion US dollars to provide support for 13.5
million IDP’s within Syria.
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What are the perceived threats of the European Refugee Crisis?
Cultural/Social:
In the event that refugees belong to the same cultural and linguistic group as the local population,
there is often sympathy for their situation. Many refugees are afforded shelter in neighbouring host
regions; often at the detriment of development in LDCs. A major concern for local populations and
governments is that of security. Other social problems such as alcoholism are also evident in refugee
areas. The influx may lead to individuals exploiting the lack of legal and social safeguards. In border
regions, this leads to difficulties in tracking the movement of refugees, esp. in the Schengen zone.
Conversely, refugees can bring assets to the hosting area. They may bring skills and knowledge which
is of benefit to the local people. These skills will vary substantially, but can range from health
professionals to teachers, lawyer and academics. Additionally, enterprise culture and new agricultural
techniques may stimulate the local economy and offer previous unknown information to the host
areas. Refugees in Nepal introduced new techniques for cultivating cardamom, a substantial cash crop
in the south-east of the country.

Economic:
From the moment refugees arrive they compete with local citizen for scarce resources such as land,
water, housing, food and medical services. As they seek to settle their presence leads to further
demand on natural resources, Inc. education, health, energy, social services and employment. The
consequence of this may be inflation in the price of goods, accompanied by a simultaneous downward
pressure on wages. In countries such as Lebanon the standards of housing for refugees are below
those found in Europe and the associated Ghettoization limits job prospects and life options for those
seeking to resettle. A key economic impact is that on the shadow economy, with many refugees forced
to work illegally and often to lower welfare standards than those mandated by European law. Business
owners employ refugees who do not have a legal authorization to work; thus, do not have to pay
minimum mandated wages.
However, the economic impact of refugees is not inherently negative. The presence of skilled and
unskilled labour may have a positive short-term impact on the economy of a host nation. Indeed, the
demand refugees place on the need for shelter, food and non-food items, along with requirement for
aid workers may lead to the creation of host regions which would otherwise not develop to the same
extent due to their ‘marginal’ nature.

Figure Three: Government Donations to UNHCR Syrian Refugee Crisis (Source: UNHCR and Sky)
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Right to Nationality
“Everyone has the right to a nationality; no one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his nationality nor
denied the right to change his nationality.” – Article 15 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
According to the UNHCR, 10 million people around the world are denied a nationality, in breach of a
basic principle of human rights. Crucially, it may prevent access to schooling, medical assistance,
securing jobs and opening bank accounts. The effects of this are far reaching and disproportionately
affect those of minority communities. More than 75% of the world’s known stateless populations
belong to minority groups.

What is statelessness?
Defined by the 1954 Convention relating to the Status of Stateless Persons as “individuals who are not
considered citizens or nationals under the operation of the laws of any country”.
The citizenship and nationality of an individual may be determined by where said individual is born,
or where her/his/their parents were born. A person may lose their citizenship/nationality in several
ways, including a country ceasing to exist or discriminatory nationality laws.
Some of the hardships a stateless person may face are outlined by the UNHCR as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Inability to obtain travel documents;
Long-term family separation due to the lack of travel documents;
Possibility of being held in immigration detention for an unspecified duration;
Periodic reporting to immigration authorities on orders of supervision;
Requirements to request travel documents from all countries to which s/he may have a claim
to citizenship, either based on ancestry or place of birth;

It is the decision of sovereign states to establish who their nationals are. Therefore, governments are
responsible for the consequential policy reforms designed to address statelessness.

What are the causes of statelessness? (Source: UNHCR)
1. Gaps in nationality laws are a major cause of statelessness. Every country has laws which
establish under what circumstances someone acquires nationality or can have it withdrawn.
If these laws are not carefully written and correctly applied, some people can be excluded and
left stateless.
2. Another factor that can make matters complicated is when people move from the countries
where they were born. A child born in a foreign country can risk becoming stateless if that
country does not permit nationality based on birth alone and if the country of origin does not
allow a parent to pass on nationality through family ties.
3. Another important reason is the emergence of new states and changes in borders. In many
cases, specific groups can be left without a nationality as a result and, even where new
countries allow nationality for all, ethnic, racial and religious minorities frequently have
trouble proving their link to the country. In countries where nationality is only acquired by
descent from a national, statelessness will be passed on to the next generation.
In order to tackle this issue, the UNHCR emphasizes the need for collaboration with other UN agencies
(e.g. UNICEF, UNFPA). The UNHCR focuses on several areas including identification, prevention,
reduction and protection. The agency is often dependent on the expertise of collaborative partners’
(e.g. NGOs and civil society groups) knowledge and expertise.
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Parties to the 1954 and the 1961 Conventions.
Parties to the 1954 Convention only.
Parties to the 1961 Convention only.
States that have not yet acceded to the 1954 or
the 1961 Conventions.

AS OF 30 SEPTEMBER 2014
The boundaries and names shown, and the designations used on this map
do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.

Figure Four: States Party to the Statelessness Conventions

Key Words:
 Jus Soli
 Jus Sanguinis
The mechanisms for naturalisation in sovereign states is conventionally defined relative to two
principles, firstly Jus Soli (Right of the Soil) and secondly Jus Sanguinis (Right of Blood).
Jus Soli – Is the right of anyone born in the territory of a state to nationality or citizenship. It is an
unconditional/near-unconditional basis for citizenship and is generally the predominant rule in the
Americas.
Jus Sanguinis – The right to nationality determined by having one or both parents who are citizens of
the state. Children may automatically be entitled to citizenship if their parents have state citizenship
or national identities of ethnic, cultural, or other origins.
Some states’ citizenship law incorporates elements of both principles. A citizen is often simplified to
“a national with voting and passport rights”. This often limits notions of citizenship to legal minimums;
often at the detriment of minorities who do not possess the extended heritage often used to
determine citizenship. Furthermore, increased interconnectedness has resulted in intermarriage
which often undermines the traditional one-person/one state situation, with many now born with
dual citizenship.
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FIGURE FIVE | Number of countries reporting statistics on stateless persons | 2004-2017

Figure Six (Source: UNHCR)
N.B. Whilst case studies in this guide are predominantly Eurocentric, delegates are encouraged to
research subalternate/oriental civil society movements as well as those of their respective state.
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Case Study: The Central American Caravan
A group of more than 1,600 Honduran migrants who are attempting to reach the US border overland
have crossed into with Guatemala – despite warnings that they would be turned away at the border.
Singing the Honduran national anthem, praying and chanting, “Yes, we can,” the group, who say they
are fleeing violence and poverty, crossed the border on Monday afternoon and headed towards the
city of Esquipulas. “We are not criminals, we are migrants,” said Keilin Umana, a pregnant nurse who
told the Associated Press that she had fled her home after receiving death threats from gang
members.
The migrant caravan set off from the city of San Pedro Sula on Friday, the day after the US vicepresident, Mike Pence, urged the presidents of Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala to persuade
their citizens to stay home. “Tell your people: don’t put your families at risk by taking the dangerous
journey north to attempt to enter the United States illegally,” said Pence at a regional security event
in Washington DC.
The Guatemalan government, which is seeking US support in its controversial attempt to shut down
the UN-backed crime fighting force investigating the president and his close allies for corruption,
pledged to comply with Pence’s demands and halt the mass migration. In a statement, the country’s
Institute of Migration (IGM) condemned the migrant caravan as illegal, and vowed to stop the
migrants from crossing its border: “Guatemala does not promote or endorse irregular migration in any
forms, [and] therefore rejects movements organized for unlawful purposes which distort human
rights, like migration, for their own end.”
The migrant caravan has swelled from 160 to 1,600 since setting out last week from San Pedro Sula,
which has become one of the world’s most dangerous cities thanks to a toxic combination of gang and
state-sponsored violence, corruption and impunity.
The group includes dozens of families with infants and children who hope travelling in numbers will
reduce the risk posed by criminal gangs that prey on vulnerable migrants. The passage through Mexico
is one of the world’s most perilous migration corridors.
This is the second Central American migrant caravan this year. In April, Donald Trump threatened to
cut foreign aid after hundreds of people, mainly Hondurans, applied for asylum in the US. Since then,
thousands of Central American children have been separated from their parents at the US border as
part of an anti-immigration crackdown.
But rampant violence and poverty in Central America continues to force people to abandon their
homes in search of safety and jobs. Honduras remains one of the most dangerous countries in the
world, despite official figures that claim a record-breaking drop in murder rates. Two-thirds of
Hondurans live in poverty.
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Example Solution:
UWC Refugee Initiative
This initiative is a partnership between the UNHCR and UWC (United World Colleges) and provides
young refugees and internally displaced persons the chance to study at 17 UWC secondary schools
and colleges.
The UWC initiative teaches students by 7 principals, all of which are tailored to teaching refugees:
1. Education should take place within a diverse college community. Students should be selected
from regions and social groups that reflect the wide range of tensions among and between people.
2. Education requires active promotion of intercultural understanding and the development
of genuine concern for others, founded on shared life experiences, and cooperative and
collaborative living. This includes talking about and engaging with global issues in the pursuit of
peace.
3. Physical fitness and a healthy lifestyle are integral to developing a balanced person. Unhealthy
lifestyles limit human potential.
4. Community interaction is at the heart of college/school life. This requires the full and active
participation of all members of the school or college.
5. Students should be able to take positive action around issues of sustainability on both an
institutional and individual level.
6. Students must have opportunities to practice personal initiative, self-discipline and
responsibility, and to manage risk and embrace challenges. Where appropriate, these
opportunities need to be supported by a reassuring adult presence.
7. Recognition is given to the fact that individuals possess unique talents and abilities. Programmes
should exist in each school/college which help students fulfil their potential.

Preparation Questions
1. How is your country affected by refugees (either seeking to leave or enter)?
2. How many refugees seek refuge in your country? For what reasons? What countries are they
travelling from?
3. How can the international community protect stateless peoples and reduce statelessness?
4. Should governments explore restrictions on extreme anti-immigration groups?
5. Which UN Agencies and third sector partners could to the UNHCR collaborate with to solve
the refugee crises?
6. What potential partnerships with charities/NGOs or other sources of finance can be used to
help?
7. What can member states do to support cultural integration of refugees into their new home
countries?
8. Does the European Refugee Crisis represent a turning point in how sovereign states respond
to forced migration?
9. Should the UN encourage or demand that countries take in refugees? If so, how many?
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Recommended Research
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights:
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/index.html
1954 Convention on Statelessness - http://www.unhcr.org/ibelong/wp-content/uploads/1954Convention-relating-to-the-Status-of-Stateless-Persons_ENG.pdf
1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness - http://www.unhcr.org/enus/protection/statelessness/3bbb286d8/convention-reduction-statelessness.html
Citizenship (UNESCO) – http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-humansciences/themes/international-migration/glossary/citizenship/
Citizens of Nowhere: Solutions for the Stateless in the U.S (UNHCR) http://www.refworld.org/docid/50c620f62.html
Freedom House Index: https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2018
Paraguay - http://www.unhcr.org/uk/news/briefing/2018/8/5b72930e4/paraguay-adopts-new-lawprotection-naturalization-stateless-people.html
UNHCR Global Appeal 2016-2017 - Global Strategic Priorities 2016-2017):
http://www.unhcr.org/uk/publications/fundraising/564da0e30/unhcr-global-appeal-2016-2017global-strategic-priorities-2016-2017.html
UNHCR – Global trends (Forced Displacement in 2017) http://www.unhcr.org/uk/statistics/unhcrstats/5b27be547/unhcr-global-trends-2017.html
UNHCR – Ending Statelessness: http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/stateless-people.html
Social and economic impact of large refugee populations on host developing countries
EC/47/SC/CRP.7 - http://www.unhcr.org/uk/excom/standcom/3ae68d0e10/social-economic-impactlarge-refugee-populations-host-developing-countries.html
A Special Report “Ending Statelessness in Ten Years” (UNHCR) - http://www.unhcr.org/enus/protection/statelessness/546217229/special-report-ending-statelessness-10-years.html

