


REBUILDING
LIVES 
IN SAFETY 
AND DIGNITY

Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home.

This familiar line is such a cliché that it has

become something of a joke. But to the 20

million or so refugees under UNHCR’s

protection today, the sentiment it expresses

is anything but. Ask any one of them what

they want most in the world, and the answer

is sure to contain the word "home" – either to

return home, or to find a new one.  

It could be a battle-damaged flat in Kabul, a

sticks-and-grass hut in Rwanda, a palm-

thatch shack in Sri Lanka, a mud-brick

dwelling in Guatemala or a repaired barn in

Bosnia. Or perhaps a completely fresh start

in a faraway land. Or a decision to put down

roots in an adopted country. Whatever the

options, "home", with its associations of safety,

warmth, neighbourliness and permanence, is a

foundation upon which refugee families can

construct a positive and hopeful future. 

Finding them a home is our goal too, and when

the last refugee has gone, we’ll willingly take

down the UNHCR sign, turn out the lights, and

lock the door. In the meantime, though, we are

still very much in business, continuing to pursue

one of our main missions: to help refugees find

what we call "durable solutions" to their plight --  to

help them find a place to call home, where they

can rebuild their lives in safety and dignity.

It’s a deceptively simple description of a hugely

difficult goal, and when you add up all the things

that need to be done to give 20 million lives half a

chance of being rebuilt in safety and dignity, the

commitment can seem overwhelming. 

coming back

The way back is often a hard one. But no

matter how rough or long the journey, it is a

road that does lead to home, and with it a

chance to rebuild lives in safety and dignity.

This is why returning is widely recognized

as the most desirable durable solution, and

the one generally preferred both by

UNHCR and most refugees. 

Refugees often come back to a country

gutted by conflict and ravaged by hate.

Their absence might be judged as

desertion, and they may still be the target

of the ethnic rivalries which erupted and

caused them to flee in the first place. But

for millions of refugees, voluntary

repatriation remains the most preferred

durable solution to their plight, and a key

priority is to engineer a smooth transition

from emergency relief to the kind of longer-

term development that can provide the

basis of a stable, safe environment. 

The 4Rs programme, an initiative of UN

High Commissioner for Refugees Ruud

Lubbers, aims to achieve this transition 

through Repatriation, Reintegration,

Rehabilitation and Reconstruction. Enlisting

the active participation of humanitarian and

development agencies, and the World

Bank, the programme links all four

processes to reduce poverty, and to

encourage good local governance,

protection of the rights of returnees,

improved social services and infrastructure,

economic revival and livelihood creation,

and improved access to services.

As High Commissioner Lubbers puts it,

"While returning home is one thing, staying

home can be quite another. That is why it is

crucial that the international community

work to ensure that refugee returns are

sustainable through large-scale post-war

rehabilitation and reconstruction programmes

and projects in countries of origin."  

putting down
roots
Sometimes returning home is not a valid

option: civil wars, and violence that causes

refugees to flee, go on for years – and even

decades. The conditions at home may be

so unstable, and hope of improvement in

the future so dim, that settling in the

country of asylum is a safer bet than

repatriation. 

Indeed, some conflicts are so protracted

that even if conditions ultimately return to

an acceptable level, many refugees have

lived in the host country for so long that

they have begun to put down roots – why

be strangers in their own lands when often

they have married into the local

community, and already feel at home

there?  Why not recognize the status quo,

and legally integrate them? It’s an

important durable solution, and the

challenge is to make it work by convincing

the host authorities that refugees are an

economic asset with skills that can

contribute to local development. 

This challenge has spurred an important

new UNHCR initiative designed to

encourage local integration. Still in the

development stage, DLI (Development

through Local Integration) is based on the

fact that the presence of refugees should

justify needed additional foreign aid for

development projects – projects that can

benefit the community as a whole. DLI is

therefore intended to persuade the

authorities that integration is possible with

additional development funds that help

achieve greater self-reliance for refugees,

as well as improved quality of life for host

communities.

©
U

N
H

C
R

/R
.C

h
al

as
an

i

©
U

N
H

C
R

/R
.C

h
al

as
an

i

©
U

N
H

C
R

/ A
. H

o
llm

an
n

Leaflet mech UK. copy  4/30/04 7:45  Page 2


