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"Governments' policies
towards refugees and

asylum-seekers are
often based on fear

and mistrust. We must
overcome this fear.

Political leaders are no
leaders when they fuel
anti-foreigner and anti-
refugee sentiments..."

High Commissioner
 Ruud Lubbers in his opening

Statement to the Ministerial
Meeting of States Parties to the

1951 Convention and/or 1967
Protocol relating to the Status of
Refugees, 12 December 2001,

in Geneva.

tool and to find or create other means of addressing the problem of
uncontrolled migration. Delegations acknowledged the importance of
boosting the number of accessions to the Convention and/or its Protocol,
called for more funding for HCR to bolster its protection capacity in the
field and at headquarters, and recognized the need to resolve protracted
refugee situations and to address the root causes of refugee movements.

The Declaration also broke new ground. For the first time, non-refoulement
is asserted to be a principle of customary international law, binding on
all States, whether or not they have acceded to the Refugee Convention.
In addition, it acknowledges the complex link between asylum and
migration and the need to strengthen the implementation of the Convention
and/or its Protocol. “These wordings could have generated heated debate,
and potentially blocked adoption of the Declaration,” noted Feller. “But
all our preparatory work bore fruit. The Declaration turned out to be
remarkably uncontroversial, in the best sense of that word.”

Most delegations to the meeting specifically praised the Global
Consultations process, citing its usefulness in charting the way forward
for refugee protection. Although the process formally ends this year, its
impact on refugee protection will be evident in the years to come. An
Agenda for Protection, composed of suggestions for action that were
generated throughout the Global Consultations, will be finalized and issued
later this year (see story on page 6). To revitalize HCR’s supervisory role
vis-à-vis the Convention, a number of States supported the idea of
reconstituting the Sub-Committee on International Protection, a part of
HCR’s Executive Committee.

At the beginning of the Global Consultations process, the reaffirmation of
the Convention was far from assured. The Convention had been attacked
by some as an outdated instrument with little relevance in today's world
of mass displacement. As a direct result of the Global Consultations,
however, the Convention is now back on track, fully supported in an
historic Declaration. Says Feller: “The Declaration considers the
Convention as a cornerstone, something which can be built upon. Without
that foundation, the edifice will collapse.”

It is a painful condition not to know where you are going to lay your head, to look at
the lights shining in distant windows, to think of people living their normal lives,

sleeping in their own beds, eating at their own table, living under their own roofs. And
later when you come to refugee camps…you are living outside of space and of time.

You have no roots, you have no past, you don’t know whether you have a future...you
are not a citizen, you have no papers, sometimes you haven’t even got your name. And

you have to pinch yourself to reassure yourself that ‘yes, I am alive, I am me,
 I am a human being, I am a person’.

Latvian President and former refugee Vaira Vike-Freiberga
in her opening Statement to the Ministerial Meeting, 12 December 2001, in Geneva.
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“…when I assumed my

functions, many politi-

cians and others were

making speeches that

were understood to be

an attack on the Conven-

tion. It was being said

that it was outdated, that

it was time to change

things, that we could not

live with this Convention

any more.

From that perspective,

we have come a long

way. Delegations at this

Ministerial Meeting have

unanimously declared

that the Convention and

its Protocol are key for

the protection of

refugees and they have

reaffirmed their desire to

continue with it.”

High Commissioner Ruud
Lubbers in his closing remarks to
the Ministerial Meeting, 13 Decem-
ber 2001, Geneva.

Africa in Focus:
High-level Talks on the Way Forward

Seizing what Khassim Diagne, Senior Policy Officer in HCR’s
Africa Bureau, called a “golden opportunity”, the Bureau
invited African delegations to the December Ministerial
Meeting to a special session the day after the main meeting.
There, representatives from some 47 African nations, 29 at
ministerial level, and representatives from donor countries,
NGOs, and sub-regional organizations held informal consulta-
tions on the major refugee protection problems facing the
continent.

The daylong meeting focused on the main protection chal-
lenges posed by mass influxes of refugees, including the
location of refugee camps, registration, the separation of
armed elements from civilian populations, and the special
needs of refugee women and children. Participants also
reviewed the large number of protracted refugee situations in
Africa. The vast majority of refugees in the Horn of Africa, for
example, have been living in exile for more than a decade.
Some refugees from the Sudan fled their country in 1988; but
the on-going civil war there, now in its 17th year, makes it
impossible for them to return. Some of the increasing num-
bers of Eritrean refugees who are now returning home have
lived in exile for more than 30 years. Continuing conflicts in
the Great Lakes region have prevented hundreds of thousands
of refugees from returning to their home countries.

Delegations agreed that, until these refugees can return home
in safety and with dignity, host governments must empower
them, promote their self-reliance by providing greater access
to education and work, and incorporate their needs into
national development plans. Representatives of donor coun-
tries who attended the meeting pledged to support initiatives
aimed at achieving these objectives.

“By making this an informal meeting, delegates were free to
speak out. We wanted a departure from formal statements,”
says Diagne. “The High Commissioner and senior manage-
ment had a frank and open dialogue with the delegations
about all these issues.” HCR will work with individual govern-
ments to design appropriate policies and programs that will
turn the recommendations made during the meeting into
action on the ground. “This will be a long process,” admits
Diagne, “but if we can, for instance, influence governments to
change their policies on the movements of refugees, if we
can get governments to consider including the needs of
refugees in their national development plans, that would be a
major step.”
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HCR has been compiling suggestions for action on key protection issues identified during the
Global Consultations process. This Agenda for Protection, to be finalized in consultation with
HCR's Executive Committee in 2002, will serve as a guide for HCR and as an inspiration for States,
NGOs and other protection partners in setting objectives and mapping out related activities for the
coming years.

Elements of the Agenda identified to date fall under five broad objectives:

Strengthen implementation of the 1951 Convention and its 1967 Protocol

Proposed activities include:
encouraging universal accession to the Convention and Protocol; improving individual
refugee status determination procedures; protecting those who might not fall within the scope
of the Convention but nonetheless require international protection; strengthening supervi-
sion of how the Convention and Protocol are implemented; fostering respect for refugees;
devising more effective and predictable international responses to mass influx situations;
and addressing the root causes of refugee movements.

Ensure better protection of refugees within broader migration movements

Proposed activities include:
better documenting the link between asylum and migration; strengthening international
efforts to combat human trafficking and smuggling; expediting return of persons found not to
be in need of international protection; and fostering cooperation between HCR and the
International Organization for Migration.

Share burdens and responsibilities more equitably and build capacities to receive
and protect refugees

Proposed activities include:
increasing predictability of responsibility-sharing arrangements to assist countries of first
asylum; strengthening protection partnerships with civil society, including with NGOs;
anchoring refugee issues within national and regional development agendas; and promoting
resettlement as a responsibility-sharing tool.

Handle security-related concerns more effectively

Proposed activities include:
helping states, financially or materially, to separate armed elements from refugee popula-
tions; and improving protection of refugee women and children.

Redouble efforts to find durable solutions

This issue will be the focus of discussions during the Global Consultations Third Track
meeting in May. Concrete activities will be developed from those discussions.

An Agenda for Protection
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Regional Meetings
Governments, NGOs, Experts,
Refugees

n The civilian character of
asylum
February 2001
Pretoria, South Africa

n The practice of interception
May 2001
Ottawa, Canada

n Asylum and protecting
refugees
May 2001
Macau, People’s Republic of China

n Asylum practices
June 2001
Budapest, Hungary

n UNHCR’s supervisory role
June 2001
San José, Costa Rica

n Asylum capacities in the
region
July 2001
Cairo, Egypt

n Resettlement
November 2001
Oslo, Norway

Respect Our Rights:
Partnership for Equality
n Dialogue between refugee

women and UNHCR
June 2001
Geneva, Switzerland

Refugee Perspective
n Refugees discuss asylum

procedures, local integration
and voluntary repatriation
September 2001
Rouen, France

UNHCR Guidelines

on Protection Issues

n Protection in mass influx
situations (including the
civilian character of asylum,
registration, burden-sharing)
March 2001

n Refugee protection in
individual asylum systems
(including reception of
asylum-seekers and
additional forms of legal
protection)
September 2001

n Refugee protection in
individual asylum systems
(including migration
control, interception
practices, return of
rejected cases and asylum
processes)
June 2001

n Protection-based solutions
and protecting refugee
women and children
May 2002

Government/UNHCR Discussions
(all in Geneva, Switzerland )

Expert Roundtables
(Governments, NGOs, Academics, Experts in Refugee Law)

n The Convention provisions
for exclusion and cessation
May 2001
Lisbon, Portugal

n Non-refoulement and
UNHCR’s supervisory
responsibility
July 2001
Cambridge, U.K.

n Definition of a refugee, gender-
related persecution and protection
alternatives within the country of
origin
September 2001
San Remo, Italy

n Illegal entry and family unity
November 2001
Geneva, Switzerland

UNHCR’S GLOBAL CONSULTATIONS ON INTERNATIONAL PROTECTION

Agenda
for Protection

Ministerial Meeting of States
Parties to the 1951 Convention
and/or its 1967 Protocol
December 2001  -  Geneva, Switzerland

n Adoption of Declaration; and Roundtables
on strengthening implementation of the
Convention and Protocol, international
cooperation to protect masses in flight,
and upholding refugee protection in the
face of mixed refugee/migrant flows.
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