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History

UNHCR; The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees; the UN Refugee Agency, is a non-political, humanitarian agency created by the United Nations General Assembly in 1950 and mandated to protect refugees and seek durable solutions to their plight.

As the problem of displacement has grown in complexity, UNHCR has also grown to meet the challenge. From modest beginnings in the aftermath of World War II, when UNHCR operated primarily in Europe, the Office has expanded from a relatively small specialised agency with an envisaged three-year lifespan to an organisation of over 4,000 staff members and present in some 120 countries.

Legal framework

The legal framework within which UNHCR operates is comprised of a body of international law and standards that encompasses international human rights law and international humanitarian law in conjunction with international refugee law.

This framework includes, but is not restricted to, the following principal instruments:

1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights

1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees

1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees

1969 OAU (AU) Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa

1954 Convention relating to the Status of Stateless Persons

1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness 

Fulfilling our protection mandate

In order to understand the scope of and practical nature of UNHCR’s work it is important first to understand the concept of persons of concern to our Office.

First and foremost it is important to consider who is a refugee?

According to the 1951 Convention a refugee is someone who

· is outside their country of origin

· due to a well founded fear of persecution because of their

· race

· religion

· nationality

· membership of a particular social group

· political opinion

· and is unable or unwilling to avail themselves of the protection of that country or to return there for fear of persecution.

Such persons are the primary focus of UNHCR’s work but in an operational context our responsibilities extend to a broader group of persons commonly referred to as persons of concern to UNHCR. This broader group comprises not only refugees but also:

· returnees (former refugees)

· stateless persons

· internally displaced persons/IDPs (in certain circumstances)

UNHCR fulfils its international protection mandate through a wide range of activities, which aim to secure the basic rights of refugees. 

Protection is action aimed at securing respect for human rights, including preventing and/or alleviating abuse, deliberate harm, or discrimination, and helping individuals or communities achieve conditions essential for a life of dignity and well-being.

Such action includes the following types of activities

· promoting accession to international refugee conventions

· promoting respect for international standards

· advocating for access to fair and efficient asylum procedures

· preventing forcible return

· assisting refugees to find durable solutions through voluntary repatriation, local integration or resettlement

· provision of material assistance

Co-operative partnerships

UNHCR does not carry out protection functions in isolation but rather through a network of co-operative partnerships relying on the support of

· States

· other UN agencies

· other international organisations (e.g. ICRC/IFRC)

· refugees

· hosting communities (in asylum and upon return)

· civil society (through the actions of NGOs)

Civil society partnerships

Civil society in the shape of NGOs play a crucial role in ensuring the effective protection of refugees and other persons of concern to UNHCR. Practical co-operation between UNHCR and NGOs in the interests of refugee protection takes many different forms, including:

· pro-active lobbying on an international level (e.g. role of large international NGOs such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch)

· pro-active lobbying at national level through partnerships with national NGOs working on a wide range of issues

· delivery of services to refugees and others of concern through working arrangements with NGO implementing partners (can cover, healthcare, education, food, income generation, community services, counselling, etc.)

Institutional mechanisms

There are a number of institutional mechanisms that have been developed within UNHCR to encourage and foster civil society participation in the work of the Office, highlighting the role played by NGO actors. 

For example,

· PARINAC process of the mid 1990s 

· Secondment arrangements

· Channels of communication such as the NGO unit, and active participation in major consultative processes such as the Global Consultations on International Protection

Conclusion

Protecting refugees is a shared responsibility. Only by working together and by complementing each others strengths and expertise can NGOs, States, and international organisations provide the effective protection that refugees deserve.
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