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The neeting was called to order at 10.35 a.m

OPENI NG OF THE SESSI ON (agenda item 1)

1. The TEMPORARY CHAI RMAN decl ared open the forty-eighth session of the
Executive Committee of the Hi gh Conmi ssioner's Progranmre.

STATEMENT BY THE OUTGO NG CHAI RVAN

2. The TEMPORARY CHAI RMAN, speaking as Chairnman of the forty-seventh
session, said that the Ofice of the High Comm ssioner had rarely faced such
enor nmous and conpl ex chall enges. The scope of its work had changed al npst
beyond recognition in recent years. It worked in regions affected by

turbul ence and conflict, and faced probl ens having conplex causes in the
countries fromwhich refugees fled and far-reachi ng consequences in the
countries where they sought refuge. Over the l|ast year, the Executive
Committee and its Standing Committee had grappled with nany dil emras,

i ncludi ng those faced by devel oping countries hosting refugees, those faced by
refugees seeking asylumor repatriating to countries devastated by war and
those faced by humanitarian aid workers active in the mdst of conflict.
Those i ssues woul d, no doubt, be ampng the issues of concern to the Executive
Committee at the present session. He congratul ated the H gh Conm ssioner on
t he | eadership she had provided to UNHCR i n responding to those chall enges.

3. During his tenure as Chairman of the Executive Commttee, he had been

i mpressed by its true humanitarian spirit, its tradition of consensus and the
transparency of its relations with UNHCR  Those rel ations would be all the
nmore precious in the challenging year ahead, in which UNHCR faced di m ni shing
resources and hi gh denands and expectations. He left the office of Chairnman
with the hope that the humanitarian solidarity the Executive Conmmittee
mani f ested woul d be further strengthened for the benefit of refugees and the
of ten hard-pressed countries that hosted them

4, He expressed deep gratitude to the Executive Commttee for giving him
t he honour to serve it, which had been both a personal honour and an
expression of recognition for Tanzania's nodest role in giving asylumto
mllions of refugees over the years. He paid a tribute to the High
Conmi ssi oner and thanked the UNHCR staff and the secretariat and outgoing
Bureau for their support in the past year.

ELECTI ON OF OFFI CERS (agenda item 2)

5. M. FOULKES (United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Irel and)
nom nated M. Skogno (Norway) for the office of Chairman.

6. M. BAUTI STA (Philippines), M. VERGNE SABO A (Brazil) and

M. MORJANE (Tunisia) seconded the nom nation

7. M. Skognpb (Norway) was el ected Chairman by accl amation.

8. M. MONTENEGRO MALLONA (Ni caragua) nom nated M. Rodriguez Cedefo

(Venezuela) for the office of Vice-Chairnman.
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9. M . PEREZ HERNANDEZ ( Spain) and M. AKRAM (Pakistan) seconded the
nom nati on.
10. M. Rodriguez Cedefio (Venezuela) was el ected Vice-Chairmn by

accl amati on.

11. M. SELEBI (South Africa) nom nated M. Irunba (Uganda) for the office
of Rapporteur.

12. M. GARNJANA- GOONCHORN ( Thai | and) seconded the nom nati on.

13. M. lrunmba (Uganda) was el ected Rapporteur by accl amation.

14. M. Skognb (Norway) took the Chair.

STATEMENT BY THE CHAI RVAN

15. The CHAIRMAN said that, although sone |ong-standing civil wars had been
settled during the past year while others were nmoving slowy towards peacefu
sol uti ons and denocracy had taken root worl dw de, over 30 civil wars and ot her
conflicts were still in progress and there were 23 million people of concern
to UNHCR, half of them refugees. Areas of concern included the G eat Lakes
and ot her regions of Africa, the Caucasus, Central Asia and the forner

Yugosl avia. Currently, nore refugees were fleeing fromcivil conflicts than
fromtraditional wars and forced di splacenent within countries was becom ng
nmore common. Wars, persecution and massive human rights abuses all produced
refugees; however, as in the Geat Lakes region, they could also nake it nore
difficult to separate refugees fromforner soldiers and those guilty of

genoci de.

16. Those devel opnents invol ved disturbing trends. Increasingly, people
were fleeing not only from but also into, situations of insecurity. Refugees
and asylum seekers were often seen as a burden and a potential threat to

nati onal and regional stability and countries were growing reluctant to open
their borders. The problem of dimnishing respect for the fundanenta
principles of humanitarian protection concerned not only the Hi gh Comn ssioner
and her Ofice, but also the menber States of the Executive Committee, which
shoul d reaffirmtheir support for the core principles of global protection
The underm ni ng of hurmanitarian principles entailed greater risk, not only for
refugees and di spl aced persons, but also for international humanitarian

wor kers and | ocal staff, a problemto which, as Chairman, he planned to pay
particul ar attention

17. During the past year, there had been efforts to inprove coordination

bet ween humani tari an agenci es and between those agencies and the

United Nations system The Secretary-Ceneral's reform package was currently
before the General Assenbly and the new structures for inter-agency
cooperation were not fully in place, while the inpact of United Nations reform
on the governing bodies of humanitarian agencies, including the Commttee
itself, had not yet been determ ned. Menber States had a right to expect good
coordi nati on between United Nations agencies and he was certain that the new
coordi nation structures, once established, would be fully inplenented by those
agencies. The Standing Conmittee woul d doubtless wish to be briefed on, and
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to discuss, the inplenentation of those reforms. However, he hoped that the
Executive Commttee would then be able to turn to the political challenges

whi ch the Hi gh Comnm ssioner and her staff had too often had to face alone. In
cooperation with United Nations political bodies, the Cormittee nust consider
ways to provide greater political support for the Organization's conflict
managenment efforts. The financing of humanitarian operations, particularly
those associated with “forgotten” conflicts, was another source of great
concern which should be addressed by the Standing Committee and donor
Governnments in the com ng year

18. The wor ki ng net hods and consensual culture of the Executive Conmittee
and its Standing Commttee, as well as the cooperation provided by the
secretariat, were assets to be preserved and the Conmittee had found a good
bal ance between its discussion of regional situations, admnistrative and
housekeeping matters and thematic i ssues such as the situation of refugee
worren and children, which deserved its special attention. He planned to work
closely with non-governnental organizations (NGOs), which were not only

i mpl enenting partners in the field, but also advocates of the cause of
refugees in the nmedia and a source of political support at the national |evel.
During the com ng year, NGOs would be permitted to participate in the work of
the Standing Cormittee on a trial basis and he was confident of their
comm t ment and sense of responsibility. Lastly, he enphasized that the
Executive Committee's primary task was to support and further strengthen
UNHCR, whi ch under Ms. Ogata's |eadership, was one of the best-led and
best - managed of the world's intergovernnmental institutions.

ADOPTI ON OF THE AGENDA AND OTHER ORGANI ZATI ONAL MATTERS (agenda item 3)
(A AC. 96/ XLVI T 1 /L. 1)

19. The agenda was adopt ed.

ANNUAL THEME: REPATRI ATl ON CHALLENGES (agenda item 4) (A/ AC. 96/ 887)

Introductory statenent by the United Nations Hi gh Comn ssioner for Refugees

20. Ms. OGATA (United Nations H gh Conm ssioner for Refugees) said that
nmost of the previous year's trends had continued. As of January 1997, there
had been 1.3 nmillion fewer refugees than in early 1996 and she hoped that,
during a period of declining energencies, it would be possible to focus on

sol ving | ong-standi ng refugee situations, primarily through repatriation
Economi c difficulties in regions with a tradition of |long-termasylum were
maki ng host countries less willing to accept refugees. Wile resettlenment
remai ned an option for smaller groups of refugees and in sensitive situations,
repatriation was the primary solution and she wel comed the Executive
Conmittee's decision to take that issue as its annual thene.

21. The African continent had both the | argest nunber of refugees and the
hi ghest number of returnees. She hoped that the July 1997 elections in

Li beria would facilitate the repatriation of some of that country's 500, 000
refugees and conmended the hospitality provided to them by West African
countries, particularly Céte d' Ivoire and Guinea. As of Septenber 1997,

al nost all the 300,000 refugees who had fled Togo in 1993 had returned. In
Western Sahara, peace negotiations |led by the Secretary-General's persona
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envoy had paved the way for the return of Sahraoui refugees from Algeria and
Mauritania. |If the planned return of 150,000 Malian refugees by |ate 1997 was
conpleted, it would be possible to concentrate on reintegration activities in
that country. Nearly 65,000 refugees had returned to Ethiopia fromthe Sudan
and, despite the uncertain political situation in Angola, 114,000 of that
country's 300, 000 refugees had returned spontaneously. A successful UNHCR
pilot repatriation project had hel ped 10,000 Sormalis to return honme from

Et hi opi a and had pronpted thousands of others to return spontaneously.

22. A peace agreenent signed in June 1997 had led to the return of 6,600
refugees from Af ghani stan to Tajikistan. However, she was concerned about the
safety of 7,000 Tajik refugees, currently in Sakhi canmp in northern

Af ghani st an, whose repatriation was bl ocked by nearby fighting. She called on
the parties to that conflict to allow the refugees to return by the shortest
route through Uzbeki stan and wel coned the cooperation of the Uzbek Governnent
in that regard. Over 20,000 internally displaced Chechens had returned homne
fromthe Russian Federation. The 100,000 refugees who had fled northern Iraq
in late 1996 had returned, but the situation of the Turkish refugees of
Kurdi sh origin renmained unsolved. Mlitary attacks on humanitarian convoys
were hindering the delivery of assistance to northern Irag. During the past
year, 24,000 refugees had returned to Myanmar from Bangl adesh and UNHCR was
negotiating with the Government of Bangl adesh to find a solution for the
remai ni ng 21, 000 refugees who did not wish to return. As of the return of
Hong Kong to China in June 1997, the nunber of Vietnanese refugees in that
territory had dropped from 214,000 to fewer than 2,000. The UNHCR
repatriation operation in Guatemal a would probably be concluded by the end of
the current year and 2,500 Cuatemal an refugees were being considered for
naturalization in Mexico

23. Those successes showed that solutions to refugee problenms and, in
particul ar, voluntary repatriation, were possible. However, difficult
chal I enges remained in other parts of the world. |n Afghanistan, civi

conflict and restrictions on human rights, particularly those of wonen, had
virtually halted the repatriation of the world' s single |argest group of
refugees fromthe Islamc Republic of Iran and Pakistan. Organized
repatriation in Eritrea was deadl ocked, threats to the security of Sudanese
refugees in northern Uganda continued and there had been not only an
interruption in the repatriation of refugees to Sierra Leone, but a renewed
exodus of refugees fromthat country after its elected Governnent had been
deposed. Political stalemate was al so bl ocking the return from Nepal of

90, 000 Bhut anese refugees. Two new refugee situations involved the flight of
over 40,000 Canbodi ans into Thailand and that of thousands of refugees from
the Republic of the Congo to the Denocratic Republic of the Congo.

24. The greatest challenges had occurred in the Great Lakes region

bet ween 1994 and 1996, UNHCR had assisted over 1.5 million Rwandans living in
canps in Tanzania and the former Zaire. The primary problemwas the
international community's failure to separate those who deserved internationa
protection fromthose who did not, ensuring the physical security of the
former and preventing the latter fromconmtting violent attacks on both

nati onal s and refugees. Unfortunately, UNHCR efforts to prevent the conflict
in that region fromengulfing the Kivu provinces and refugee canps had fail ed.
After the destruction of those canps, 600,000 Rnmandans had returned home over
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a period of a few days; sone weeks later, virtually all the Rwandans in
Tanzani a had returned hone and those remaining in the former Zaire had fled
west war ds and di spersed into the forests. A UNHCR request for an
international mlitary force to assist in rescuing refugees had not been net
and, although rescue operations conducted, often in conflict zones, by UNHCR
in cooperation with other United Nations agencies, the International Conmittee
of the Red Cross (I CRC) and NGOs had al |l owed anot her 250, 000 Rwandans to
return, dozens of others had died in the forests of hunger, exhaustion and

di sease or at the hands of the military. Surviving Rmandans were scattered in
11 central African countries, including the Republic of the Congo, where
fighting made rescue operations increasingly difficult.

25. The 2 m|llion Rmandans who had returned home since 1994 nust be
reintegrated into the country if peace was to be restored. Activities in that
regard included a nmenorandum of understandi ng between UNHCR and t he

Uni ted Nations Devel opnent Programme (UNDP), the establishnment of a joint unit
bet ween those organi zati ons and the Rwandan Governnent and environmental and
ot her programres in areas of Tanzania and the Denpbcratic Republic of the Congo
where refugee canps had been | ocat ed.

26. In Burundi, where there had been little progress towards peace, UNHCR
had not pronoted repatriation, but had assisted the spontaneous return of
refugees, in many cases fromthe Denpcratic Republic of the Congo. The

Gover nment of Tanzani a and UNHCR had recently conducted a joint mssion to
assess the inplications of the presence of the Tanzani an refugee canps, which
currently housed 230,000 Burundians, for the security and stability of the
area. That m ssion had reconmended that |aw and order in the canps should be
i mproved in order to avoid events such as those which had occurred in the
former Zaire in 1996. A few weeks previously, UNHCR had begun cooperating
with the Governnments of the Denocratic Republic of the Congo and Tanzania in
the process of repatriating over 70,000 Congol ese refugees by boat across Lake
Tanganyi ka.

27. The repatriation process had confronted UNHCR wi th excruciating dil enmas
such as the choice between repatriati ng Rwandans to unsafe areas in the rest
of that country and |l eaving themto al nbst certain death in the forests.

There had been military attacks on refugee sites and refugees were being

subj ected to gross human rights abuses and violence. Myreover, UNHCR access
to refugees was frequently limted or denied and its proposals to identify and
protect those with valid reasons for not returning and to exclude those who
did not qualify for international protection had been inplenented only in

Mal awi and the Central African Republic, where eligibility had been determ ned
by the Governnents of those countries. |t had becone increasingly difficult,
if not inmpossible to nonitor refugees in the region and several humanitarian
wor kers had been killed. The violation of human rights and humanitarian
princi pl es had becone a pattern in the Great Lakes region, as shown by the
expul sion of Rwandan asylum seekers fromthe Gona area a few days previously.
Wil e UNHCR was concerned by that trend, which had conpelled it to suspend its
activities on behalf of Rwandan refugees in the Denocratic Republic of the
Congo, it was also aware that arned groups and political extrem sts operating
fromwi thin | arge refugee popul ations contributed to the instability of the
region.
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28. Those devel opnments did not inply a need to revise basic principles. The
rights of refugees to asylum and non-refoul ement were the foundation of the
UNHCR mandate and UNHCR s commitnent to defend and pronote them was

non- negoti abl e. However, those principles nmust be inplenmented in
constructive, realistic and creative ways that took account of the legitinmate
concerns of States. The bal ance between principles and interests was a
conpl ex one, especially in situations of mass displacenent across |ines of
conflict, but there were | essons to be |earned.

29. Some of the current problens could have been avoided if States had
fulfilled their responsibilities, as the Executive Conmttee had urged themto
do. Refugee canps should have been | ocated well away from border areas, arned
el enents and political extrem sts should not have been allowed to live with
and control refugees and those guilty of crimes against humanity shoul d have
been brought to justice. Repeated UNHCR proposals in that regard had been
ignored and it was that fact, rather than a failure in the underlying
principles, which had led to further insecurity and conflict. |[If the apparent
contradictions between humanitarian principles and State interests were not
resol ved, countless innocent people would suffer. She therefore proposed a
cooperative effort between UNHCR and States, regional organizations and, in
particul ar, the Organization of African Unity (OAU). Her Ofice was willing
to discuss with Governnents practical neasures for facilitating respect for
humani tarian principles while taking account of their concerns and hoped that
States, in turn, would make concrete proposals in that regard and, above all
that they would reaffirmtheir conmtment to those principles.

30. Al t hough the crisis in the application of fundamental principles had
recently mani fested itself nost visibly in the Great Lakes region, it was not
limted to any particular area and she was seriously concerned about the
increasingly restrictive trend in asylum policies in many Western countries.
Wil e recognizing that it was sonetinmes difficult to distinguish between
refugees and economic mgrants, she stressed the need to preserve the

di stinction and assured States of the Ofice's willingness to cooperate in
doi ng so, within agreed paraneters. |In that connection, she noted that, in
many Western countries, the concept of tenporary protection had been
successfully applied to refugees from Bosnia and Herzegovi na. The distinction
made in Bosnia and Herzegovi na between “najority areas” and “mnority areas”
had shown the useful ness of the concept of tenporary protection as a flexible
tool for applying hunmanitarian principles, with due consideration for the
legitimate concerns of States. She also welconmed the initiative taken by the
Eur opean Commi ssion for the adoption of conmon standards on tenporary
protection in Europe.

31. During the past year, the Ofice had grappled with the need to develop a
conprehensi ve approach to the transition fromwar to peace as part of the
United Nations systemw de search for a strategy known as post-conflict peace
buil ding, within which UNHCR s role was to ensure the return and reintegration
of uprooted popul ati ons.

32. As a result of the efforts it had made in recent years to reinforce its
energency preparedness and response capacity, UNHCR had al so acquired

expertise and the ability to deal with both organi zed and massi ve spont aneous
returns. Repatriation was, however, not just a |ogistical operation; it had
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to be integrated into a wider process that included the restoration of basic
human rights and the judicial system which would greatly benefit from
enhanced cooperation with the United Nations H gh Conm ssioner for Human
Rights. Reintegration required a conprehensive package of approaches rangi ng
from physi cal reconstruction to political, social, educational, psychol ogica
and protection nmeasures. In sone situations, it also included the clearance
of | andm nes and she took the opportunity to welcome the award of the 1997
Nobel Peace Prize to the International Canpaign to Ban Landm nes.

33. The situation in Bosnia and Herzegovi na exenplified the variety of
chal | enges UNHCR had been tackling to nmake repatriation successful and

sustai nable. Since the signature of the Dayton Agreenent, close to 183, 000
refugees were estimated to have returned to Bosnia and Herzegovi na, and that
had hel ped to reduce the problem of displacenent caused by the war. However,
the prevailing pattern of return had been to the so-called majority areas,
where the main chall enge had been to accel erate physical reconstruction
Efforts to encourage returns to mnority areas had invol ved a package of
initiatives, including inter-Entity bus lines, the designation of “COpen
Cities” to encourage grass-root acceptance of minority returns and “Twin City”
arrangenents calling on the solidarity of host communities in countries of
asylum In addition, nore positive neasures had recently been announced by

t he Government of Croatia to favour return and reconciliation anong al
Croat s.

34. However, several conditions had to be nmet if minority returns were to
occur. Physical safety had to be ensured and the Stabilization Force (SFOR),
whose security unmbrella would be required beyond the current deadline of

June 1998, and the International Police Task Force (IPTF) had an essentia
role to play in that regard; authorities and political parties would have to
respect the voice of the legitinmate electorate; the right to housing and ot her
soci al anenities would have to be guaranteed and the probl em of unenpl oynent
addressed. Although UNHCR s efforts in those areas could be only nodest and
conpl ementary, they provided a useful indication of the direction in which it
should move in order to pronote the necessary transition fromreturn to
reintegration.

35. In Rwanda and Bosnia, the two societies where the wounds of conflict and
hatred were deepest, UNHCR had expanded its special initiatives for women

ref ugees because of its conviction that supporting wonmen's self-sufficiency
and developing their role in society was the key to pronoting tol erance and
overcom ng community divisions. In Georgia and Ukraine, UNHCR had hel ped to
rebuil d destroyed houses and rehabilitate the social infrastructure and was
assisting the authorities to deal with questions of citizenship in order to
avert a potential statel essness situation

36. The scope and conplexity of a conprehensive approach to the
reintegration of returnees required closer cooperation with a w de range of
partners and, in particular, with UNHCR s nultilateral partners and

devel opnent -ori ented NGOs, which would build on activities initiated by UNHCR
VWhen di sengaging fromreintegration activities, her Ofice had to take account
of the specific requirenents of each situation. She conmitted it to a better
understanding of its nultilateral partners in order to devel op comron
approaches and ensure the orderly and tinmely phasing out of humanitarian
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assistance. Traditional cooperation with other United Nations agencies, such
as the World Food Programre and the United Nations Childrens Fund, had been
suppl enented by cl ose operational cooperation at the country level with the
United Nations Devel opnent Programme, the World Bank, the International Fund
for Agricultural Devel opnent and, since July 1997, the International Mnetary
Fund.

37. The nost difficult and challenging task, which ultimately conpl eted any
repatriation, was the achievenment of reconciliation. As the successive crises
i n Rwanda and Burundi had shown for the past 35 years, in the absence of
reconciliation, returnees would remain in divided conmunities in which
conflict could again erupt. |In addition to supporting activities to foster
reconciliation, UNHCR should help to mainstreamthem Efforts towards

i nter-comunal di al ogue were not abstract goals. Concrete exanples could be
found in the wonen's initiatives already referred to, in the joint child and
adol escent initiative in Liberia, which would bring forner child conbatants
back to normal life, in the “Open Cities” initiative in Bosnia and in the
restoration and strengthening of the judicial systemin Rwanda.

38. UNHCR woul d al so continue to cooperate with inter-governmental and

regi onal bodi es such as the Organi zation for Security and Cooperation in

Eur ope, the Sout hern African Devel opnent Community and the Inter-Governnenta
Aut hority on Drought and Desertification in the Horn of Africa, in order to
pronote reconciliation by establishing |legal and adm nistrative franeworks to
manage refugee and returnee flows.

39. Despite funding constraints, UNHCR was committed to the process of the
followup to the CI'S Conference, through which considerable progress had been
made in devel oping | egal structures to address refugee flows and buil ding

awar eness of popul ation displacenent in the region. Steps had al so been taken
to establish a forumfor regional consultations on the problens of refugees
and di spl aced persons in Central Asia, South West Asia and the M ddl e East,
the first of which had taken place in March 1997 in Amman, Jordan.

40. She concl uded her remarks on repatriation and reintegration challenges
by referring to UNHCR s cooperation with the European Union, with which it
consulted regularly to build and strengthen its partnership in standard
setting, policy naking and operational cooperation

41. Human resources were the nmainstay of UNHCR s nission and operations. In
Sept enber 1997, UNHCR had | aunched the Career Management Systemto optim ze
the utilization of staff resources while sinultaneously enhancing the Ofice's
support for career planning, individual objective setting and perfornmance

eval uati on.

42. The introduction of the Career Managenent System was closely linked to
the two-year-ol d Change Managenment Exercise, which continued to be one of her
priorities. 1In addition to a nunber of changes in the areas of new

t echnol ogi es and human resources, she had appointed a Director for Change who
was responsible for ensuring that all actions grouped under Project Del ph

were prioritized and well coordinated. UNHCR s staff also had to be nobilized
to increase ownership of the process and concl ude the current phase of the
Change Managenent Exerci se.
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43. Wth regard to financial resources, she expressed her gratitude for the
support given by donor Covernnments to npst of the special operations in which
the O fice was involved, including in the Great Lakes region and the

former Yugosl avia. However, increased financial support also had to be

provi ded to other, |ess visible special progranmes, in particular in Angola,

Li beria and Tajikistan. Support had to be given for core activities covered
by the General Progranme, which was still seriously underfunded in 1997, with
a shortfall of approximately $50 million. She also called for greater efforts
to support the General Programme in 1998 adequately and in a timely way. She
was pleased to report that the decline in the nunber of |arge-scale
energencies and the trend towards solutions would entail a substantia

decrease in UNHCR s overall budget, which, for the first tine since 1991, was
likely to be lower than $1 billion in 1998. However, she enphasized that
repatriation was resource-intensive, particularly in staff terms, and wel coned
the proposal that UNHCR should reconsider how it classified its staff costs in
order to ensure that those essential to the discharge of its nandate were
properly recogni zed.

44, She expressed her deep concern for the safety and security of staff
working in conflict areas, where both national and international staff were
exposed not only to the stress of working in dangerous situations, but to the
threats arising out of actual conflict. There had been casualties and she
took the opportunity to pay tribute to all staff nmenmbers of UNHCR and ot her
agencies, especially the International Conmittee of the Red Cross and NGCs,
who had lost their lives or suffered in the service of refugees and displ aced
persons. National staff were particularly vulnerable and would remain so for
as long as unarned civilian aid workers worked alone in the forefront of
humani tari an di sasters. UNHCR had conducted in-depth reviews of staff safety
i ssues and she called on Governnments to show understandi ng and i ncreased
support in view of the resource inplications of inproving security measures.

45, UNHCR had been closely involved in the debate | ed by the
Secretary-Ceneral on the United Nations reform process. She hoped that the
transformati on of the Departnment of Humanitarian Affairs into a nore
stream i ned, focused and efficient Office of the Emergency Relief Coordinator
woul d becone effective as soon as possible. She renewed her own persona
conmitrent and that of her Office to respond in an effective, tinely and
creative manner to the challenges facing them

46. Ms. OAKLEY (United States of Anerica) expressed her Government's
appreciation for the difficult and sonmeti nes dangerous work carried out by
UNHCR staff and its and her own personal esteem for the H gh Comm ssioner's
conti nui ng | eadershi p, dedication and activism

47. She appreciated the choice of repatriation challenges as the thenme for
the current session of the Executive Committee and congratul ated UNHCR for
produci ng an excel l ent and thought-provoki ng paper for discussion

(A/ AC. 96/ 887). After another year in which | arge nunbers of refugees had
returned home in less than ideal situations, in both Rmanda and Bosnia, the
choice of that topic was tinely.

48. Wth nore and nore countries throughout the world reluctant to continue
to receive and host nass influxes of refugees for long periods of tine, there
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was enornous pressure to repatriate refugees as quickly as possible. 1In the
Great Lakes region, the nornms of refugee protection and organi zed, voluntary
repatriation had been severely tested and, in sone instances, overturned. The
pl ans the international community had been devel oping, all too slowy, had
been swept away by the nmass returns - 685,000 from Zaire and 500, 000 from
Tanzani a - which had gone better than i magined owing to the efforts of UNHCR
ot her organi zations and the Government of Rwanda, whose efforts she
conplinmented. She was concerned, however, about the continuing tension

bet ween UNHCR and Rwanda and assured both of her CGovernnent's continued
commtnent to and support for their reintegration and rehabilitation

pr ogr amres.

49. Unfortunately, the civil war in Zaire had pushed many refugees, often
used as hostages by arnmed factions, further west. The lack of access to those
people, the reported attacks against themand their continued refoul enent were
of great concern. The expul sion of Rwandans and Burundians fromthe transit
centre in Kisangani and the nore recent expul sions from Goma were the | atest
epi sodes seriously to undercut the ability of UNHCR to carry out its
protection mandate in Central Africa. Those tragic events had served no one's
fundanmental interests. The task at hand, however, was not to assign blame for
past action or inaction, but to agree on policies to nove forward in pursuit

of humani tari an goal s.

50. Turning to the specific thene of repatriation challenges, she
acknow edged that UNHCR had had to make extrenely difficult choices. The
Hi gh Commi ssioner's recent briefing to the Security Council in New York had

laid out the dilemm facing UNHCR that of hel ping people nove from one
life-threatening situation to another just slightly | ess dangerous. The
chall enges listed in the paper under review were real and mi ght becone the
rule rather than the exception. Refugee-receiving countries, countries of
origin and donor countries nust work together to neet them

51. Wil e many were sceptical about the concept of “burden-sharing”, her
Governnent believed that refugees were an international responsibility. Al
must work together to |lessen the inpact of massive influxes of refugees on the
countries of asylumand to provide UNHCR with political as well as financia
support. UNHCR coul d, noreover, not be expected to do police and security
work which it was neither mandated nor equi pped to do.

52. UNHCR coul d carry out its mandate only if States fulfilled their
responsi bilities. Countries of asylum nust uphold and support respect for
humani tarian and human rights principles and assist in establishing and

mai ntaining a firmseparation between arnmed el enents and the refugee
popul ati on. Canps should be | ocated well away from border areas to prevent
them from bei ng used by arned el enents as bases for cross-border attacks or
the targets of retaliatory attacks. It was in the interest of countries of
asylumto allow UNHCR i medi ate access to refugee popul ati ons, thereby
enabling it to identify and regi ster refugees properly and to establish and
organi ze canps rapidly.

53. Per haps the nost inportant question posed in the paper on repatriation
chal I enges (A/ AC. 96/ 887) was “Under what conditions shoul d UNHCR i nvol ve
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itself in return to situations where effective national protection cannot be
fully ensured ...?”. The first principle and priority for both UNHCR and the
i nternational comunity should be to make every effort to work together with
countries of asylumto ensure that respect for the principle of
non-ref oul enent, which the United States was prepared to support, both in
public and in private, in the strongest possible ternms. However, when
forcible return was i nm nent, the best course for UNHCR was to do its best to
assi st and protect and to nmake the hard choi ces based on each individua
situation, even if its only choice was between the | esser of two evils.
However, that did not nmean that UNHCR shoul d change its policy on return. The
principle of voluntary repatriation as the cornerstone of the internationa
refugee protection regi ne should be upheld and fought for

54. UNHCR was playing a critical role as a catalyst for safe and dignified
returns to Bosnia. For her Governnent, the voluntary return of refugees and
di spl aced persons, especially nminority return, was one of the highest
priorities. Mre than 1.6 nmllion Bosnians were still displaced and her

del egation called on other donors to support UNHCR s efforts by contributing
to its appeal and funding conpl ementary programes under the “Open Cities”
initiative.

55. Her del egation was pleased to note that the paper on repatriation

(A AC. 96/ 887) contained a section on reintegration, rehabilitation and
reconstruction, which were essential to ensure that repatriati on was durabl e.
Humani tari an and devel opnent agenci es, donor CGovernments, the World Bank

NGOs, officials of the country of origin and refugees thenmselves had to cone
together to create a plan of action that would integrate all facets in the
continuumfromrelief to devel opnent, which should be simultaneous rather than
consecutive. Activities to pronote the reconstruction of econonic and socia
services and to restore political and judicial structures were perhaps a task
for which the new Energency Relief Coordinator would be ideally suited.

56. Her Government wel comed UNHCR s efforts to systematize its relations

wi th ot her organizations through nmenoranda of understanding. Although
repatriation could happen quickly without sufficient time to plan a
coordi nat ed approach, when such an approach was possi ble, as had been the case
in Bosnia, nmuch could be done. Although the ultimte success of the operation
in Bosnia remai ned to be seen, concrete efforts were being taken to restore a
vi abl e society and to bring war crimnals to justice. Reintegration
rehabilitation and reconstructi on were not sustainable wi thout reconciliation
Al t hough UNHCR had an interest in seeing that reconciliation took place,
responsibility for it lay with other players, such as the United Nations

Commi ssion on Human Rights and the international tribunals, w th which UNHCR
coul d cooperate, as it had done, through the “Open Cities” initiative. 1In
that connection, she also referred to the Bosnian Wnen's initiative, which
her Government and others had | aunched with UNHCR  Wonmen in Bosnia were
determ ned to build a society in which they would have a role to play in
maki ng the right decisions in the future. She was particularly pleased that
UNHCR had | aunched a sinmilar initiative in Rwanda.

57. One opportunity that was perhaps not being made the nmpst of was hel ping
refugees to be better prepared for their return hone and better trained and
ready to participate in the reconstruction of their conmmunities and their
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country. In that respect, her delegation was pleased that UNHCR was naki ng
greater efforts to meet the needs of refugee children, whose educati on was an
opportunity that could not be m ssed. The extent of UNHCR s involvenent in
reintegration |largely depended on the early participation of other

i nternati onal and non-governnmental organizations. Her del egati on supported
UNHCR s qui ck inpact projects (QPs), which were a source of imediate

assi stance to returnees.

58. In closing, she said that no one had easy answers to the questions
rai sed in the paper on repatriation challenges (A/ AC 96/887), which had to be
taken up by all. She congratul ated the H gh Conm ssioner and her staff on the

dedi cated and principled manner in which they confronted the chall enges facing
t hem and expressed her confidence that they would neet them

The neeting rose at 12.25 a.m




