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Dear Delegates, 
  
Welcome to the 2016 National Model United Nations Conference in Kobe (NMUN•Japan)! We are pleased 
to introduce you to our committee, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). This 
year’s staff is Director Tsesa Monaghan and Assistant Director Emily Johnson. Tsesa is currently pursuing 
her Master of Public Policy at the Willy Brandt School of Public Policy in Erfurt, Germany. She has been 
on NMUN staff for four years, and is currently serving as an Under-Secretary-General at NMUN New 
York. Emily is currently a senior at Kobe City University of Foreign Studies, majoring in International 
Relations. She enjoyed attending NMUN NY 2016 as a delegate for the Commission on the Status of 
Women (CSW), and has been involved with Model UN conferences in Japan.  
 
The topics under discussion for UNHCR are: 

I. Protecting Children in Crisis and Conflict 
II. Addressing and Adapting to the Effects of Climate Change on the Environment 

  
UNHCR is the agency with the primary purpose of protecting the welfare and rights of refugees and other 
forcibly displaced persons. Considering the current global crisis of forced migration, UNHCR is a crucial 
committee within the UN system. However, the agency suffers from financial constraints that harm the 
effectiveness of its work. Taking this into account, it is paramount that delegates review carefully the 
mandate of UNHCR, as well as its governance and the work it carries out to understand how the body 
works and what actions it can realistically undertake in today’s climate. 
  
We hope you will find this Background Guide useful as an introduction to the topics for this committee.  
However, it is not intended to replace individual research. We highly encourage you to explore your 
Member State’s policies in-depth, as well as use the Annotated Bibliography and Bibliography to further 
your knowledge on these topics. In preparation for the conference, each delegation will submit a position 
paper. Please take note of the NMUN policies on the website and in the Delegate Preparation Guide 
regarding plagiarism, codes of conduct, dress code, sexual harassment, and the awards philosophy and 
evaluation method. Adherence to these guidelines is mandatory. 
  
The NMUN Rules of Procedure are available to download from the NMUN website. This document 
includes the long and short form of the rules, as well as an explanatory narrative and example script of the 
flow of procedure. It is thus an essential instrument in preparing for the conference, and a reference during 
committee. 
  
If you have any questions concerning your preparation for the committee or the conference itself, feel free 
to contact the Deputy Secretary-General, Yvonne Jeffery, at yvonne@nmun.org. 
 
We wish you all the best in your preparations, and look forward to seeing you at the conference! 
  
Sincerely, 
 
Tsesa Monaghan, Director 
Emily Johnson, Assistant Director 
 
 

The NCCA/NMUN is a Non-Governmental Organization associated with the UN Department of Public 
Information, a UN Academic Impact Member, and a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization of the United States. 
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United Nations System at NMUN 
This diagram illustrates the UN System simulated at NMUN. It shows where each committee “sits” within the system, to help 
understand the reportage and relationships between the entities. Examine the diagram alongside the Committee Overview to gain a 
clear picture of the committee's position, purpose, and powers within the UN System.  
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The Office of the High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) is a programme 
and fund of the United Nations, reporting 
to the Economic and Social Council and 

General Assembly. 

Committee Overview 
“While every refugee's story is different and their personal anguish, they all share a common thread of uncommon 

courage – the courage not only to survive, but to persevere and rebuild their shattered lives.”1 

Introduction 

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) is the United Nations (UN) agency whose primary purpose is 
the protection of the welfare and rights of refugees.2 It was established 
by the UN General Assembly (GA) in 1951 as a result of the aftermath 
of World War II.3 Initially, it had a three-year limited mandate to 
address the high number of Europeans who were displaced due to the 
war.4 At that time, UNHCR functioned with a 34-member staff.5 UNHCR faced its first significant emergency in 
1956, following a violent Soviet intervention in Hungary, highlighting its essential role in delivering aid for all those 
fleeing the conflict and seeking refuge in neighboring countries.6 During the 1960s, the decolonization of Africa 
began, leading to involvement of UNHCR on several occasions, as was the case with crises in Asia and Latin 
America in the two following decades.7 Due to the necessity of UNHCR’s continued work, the GA repeatedly 
extended UNHCR’s mandate every three years until 2003, when it decided to prolong the mandate indefinitely, until 
the end of the refugee problem.8 
 
Most of UNHCR’s resources are dedicated to supporting operations at the field level, in order to address the needs 
of specific groups, such as refugees, internally displaced persons (IDPs), and asylum seekers.9 A refugee is a person 
who, reasonably fearing to be persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 
group or political conviction, has left the country of their nationality or habitual residence.10 Further, the definition 
states that they are unable to or, because of such fear, are not willing to return to the sovereign territory of the 
country they fled.11 IDPs are defined as individuals who have had to flee their homes, but have not crossed an 
international border.12 Asylum seekers are those who look for protection in a different country, but whose claim for 
refugee status has not been ascertained; 2014 saw the highest number of asylum seekers ever recorded.13 All of these 
groups can be categorized as victims of “forced migration”.14 
 
UNHCR provides humanitarian aid in a variety of forms, including food and nutritional supplements, basic shelter, 
as well long-term accommodation such as camps or other forms of housing, cash assistance, and legal services.15 
The agency is also involved in efforts to integrate or, if refugees are able to return, to reintegrate them.16 UNHCR 
also works closely with other agencies to address the needs of individuals who have been displaced due to natural 

                                                                            
1 UNHCR, High Commissioner António Guterres starts work at UNHCR, 2005.  
2 UNHCR, What We Do, 2015. 
3 UN General Assembly, Refugees and Stateless Persons (A/RES/319 (IV)), 1949; UNHCR, History of UNHCR, 2015. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 UNHCR, History of UNHCR, 2015. 
7 Ibid. 
8 UN General Assembly, Implementing actions proposed by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees to strengthen 

the capacity of his Office to carry out its mandate (A/RES/58/153), 2003. 
9 UNHCR, Executive Committee, 2015. 
10 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, 1951; Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, 1967; UNHCR, Refugees, 

2015. 
11 Ibid. 
12 UNHCR, Internally Displaced People, 2015.  
13 Phillips, Asylum Seekers and Refugees: What are the Facts? 2013, p. 2; UNHCR, World at War. UNHCR Global Trends, 

Forced Displacement 2014, 2015, p. 3. 
14 Forced Migration Online, What is forced migration? 2012. 
15 UNHCR, Cash in Hand: Urban Refugees, the Right to Work and UNHCR’s Advocacy Activities, 2011; UNHCR, Assistance, 

2015. 
16 UNHCR, UNHCR Policy on Alternatives to Camps, 2014; UNHCR, Assistance, 2015. 
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disasters, as was the case in 2010 with the floods in Pakistan and the earthquake in Haiti.17 A further concern are 
stateless individuals, who lack an official nationality due to discrimination, state succession, or conflict.18  
  
UNHCR evolved over the decades and since there has been a dramatic shift in the dialogue surrounding the situation 
of refugees.19 From 1945 to 1985, UNHCR focused mainly on the resettlement of refugees; however, after this 
period, as the causes of displacement varied, the agency shifted towards the concept of repatriation as a possible 
solution.20 In 1993, the idea of providing refugees with the possibility to return safely to their homes by providing 
temporary protective measures, including establishing basic material conditions, was solidified.21 From the mid-
1990s, the number of cases related to refugees seeking to return home expanded, as measures to resolve Cold War 
conflicts increased.22 As a result, UNHCR’s role in reintegration evolved to include infrastructure and community 
development, as well as a focus on the importance of reconciliation and peacebuilding in affected communities.23  

Governance, Structure and Membership 

At present, UNHCR employs over 9,300 national and international staff members working in 125 countries, 
including in Geneva, Switzerland, where UNHCR’s headquarters are located.24 Additionally, UNHCR has increased 
its budget from $300,000 in its first year to almost $7 billion in 2015, and it now addresses the needs of over 46 
million people worldwide.25 UNHCR falls under the UN’s Programmes and Funds, reports directly to the General 
Assembly (GA), and is governed by the Member States that make up its Executive Committee (ExCom).26 The 
ExCom approves the agency’s annual program priorities and budget.27 Member States are elected by the Economic 
and Social Council (ECOSOC) to become members of the ExCom, and are selected according to equitable 
geographical allocation.28 At its creation, the ExCom comprised 24 members; the membership has since grown to 98 
Member States.29 The ExCom reports directly to the GA Third Committee, and it must follow directives issued by 
either the GA or ECOSOC.30 The ExCom meets once per year, usually in October, to review financial matters for 
the coming year, to give advice to the High Commissioner, to authorize appeals for funds, and to approve biennial 
targets.31 In 1995, the ExCom created a Standing Committee, which meets three times per year to discuss the work 
of the body as a whole, and any new conflicts to be addressed.32 The current High Commissioner, António Guterres, 
is in charge of the control of UNHCR and its steering; he must work in close collaboration with the Deputy High 
Commissioner and the Assistant High Commissioner for Protection and Operations to oversee the work of the 
agency’s secretariat and its regional offices.33 
 
UNHCR’s budget rests on four pillars: refugees, stateless people, reintegration programs, and IDPs.34 This translates 
to a revised projected budget of over $6.2 billion for 2015.35 The budget stems almost entirely from voluntary 
donations by Member States, intergovernmental institutions, corporations, foundations, and individuals worldwide.36 
As a means of acquiring these donations, UNHCR releases an annual Global Appeal that provides detailed 
information regarding the major areas of concern for UNHCR, as well as supplementary appeals that address 
                                                                            
17 UNHCR, Internally Displaced People, 2015.  
18 UNHCR, Stateless People, 2015.  
19 Chimni, From Resettlement to Involuntary Repatriation: Towards a Critical History of Durable Solutions to Refugee 

Problems, 2004, p. 54. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Macrae, Aiding Peace…and War: UNHCR, Returnee Reintegration, and the Relief-Development Debate, 1999.  
23 Ibid. 
24 UN General Assembly, Refugees and Stateless Persons (A/RES/319 (IV)), 1949; UNHCR, History of UNHCR, 2015. 
25 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, Global figures, 2015; UN General Assembly, Refugees and Stateless Persons 

(A/RES/319 (IV)), 1949; UNHCR, History of UNHCR, 2015. 
26 New Zealand, United Nations Handbook 2014-15, 2014, p. 254.  
27 UNHCR, Statute of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2010, p. 2. 
28 Ibid., p. 3. 
29 UNHCR, ExCom Members and How to Apply, 2015. 
30 UNHCR, ExCom Mandate and Statute, 2015. 
31 Ibid.; UNHCR, ExCom Structure and Meetings, 2015. 
32 Ibid. 
33 UNHCR, Governance and Organization, 2015.  
34 UNHCR, UNHCR’s Finances and Budget, 2014, p. 5. 
35 UNHCR, UNHCR Global Appeal 2015 Update - Identifying needs and funding requirements, 2015, p. 105. 
36 UNHCR, Donors, 2015. 
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specific situations worldwide.37 Included in this budget are contributions from the UN Central Emergency Response 
Fund (CERF); it provides funding in the case of situations that require an immediate response, such as a natural 
disaster or violent conflict.38 A major challenge for UNHCR’s work is the ever-rising funding gap, which 
corresponded to 45% of the financial requirements in 2013; this means that 45% of the expenditure that is planned 
based on a needs-based approach cannot be financed.39 In addition, humanitarian crises are not foreseeable in 
advance, which makes planning immensely difficult, especially as the exact amount of donations is also unknown at 
the beginning of each year.40 Therefore, UNHCR applies a “phased approach”, which adjusts planning and funding 
throughout the fiscal period.41 To address the growing difficulties in effectively and needs-based financing of 
humanitarian work, the High Commissioner has proposed another emergency response fund for large-scale crises 
and the inclusion of basic human security issues in development financing.42 

Mandate, Function and Powers 

The basis for UNHCR’s mandate is Article 14 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), which 
specifically recognizes the right of all individuals to seek asylum in another country.43 The founding document of 
UNHCR is GA resolution 428 (V), known as the Statute of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (1950).44 Here, UNHCR’s mandate is defined as: “providing international protection, under the auspices of 
the United Nations, to refugees who fall within the scope of the present Statute and of seeking permanent solutions 
for the problem of refugees by assisting Governments and […] private organizations to facilitate the voluntary 
repatriation of such refugees, or their assimilation within new national communities.”45  
 
Other fundamental documents for UNHCR include the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, which 
defines the term “refugee” as well as the rights and obligations of refugees; and the 1967 Protocol Relating to the 
Status of Refugees, which expanded the 1951 Convention and UNHCR’s mandate to include refugees from conflicts 
occurring after 1951.46 UNHCR’s mandate also includes other groups, such as stateless people, as defined in the 
1954 Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, and the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of 
Statelessness.47 While its mandate does not extend specifically to IDPs, UNHCR’s expertise in displacement has 
resulted in the gradual inclusion of IDPs in its work.48 The 1998 Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, 
adopted by ECOSOC, outline the rights and protections for IDPs.49 They are paradigmatic for UNHCR.50 In 2007, 
after a series of inter-agency consultations, the ExCom adopted the policy framework and implementation strategy 
on UNHCR’s role in support of an enhanced humanitarian response to situations of internal displacement.51 The 
framework emphasizes the agency’s primary responsibility to refugees and stipulates that aid to IDPs must be given 
in collaboration with national governments, local non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and other UN 
agencies.52 The mandate of UNHCR was further expanded in the 2011 ExCom report entitled UNHCR’s role in 
support of an enhanced humanitarian response for the protection of persons affected by natural disasters.53 The 
report emphasizes UNHCR’s primary focus on conflict-related disasters, and that its role in natural disaster relief 

                                                                            
37 UNHCR, The Global Appeal and Supplementary Appeals, 2015. 
38 UNHCR, United Nations Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF), 2015. 
39 UNHCR, UNHCR Global Appeal 2015 Update - Identifying needs and funding requirements, 2015, p. 96. 
40 Ibid., p. 97. 
41 Ibid., p. 97. 
42 Ibid., pp. 96, 102, 104. 
43 UN General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (A/RES/217 A (III)), 1948; UNHCR, Convention and Protocol 

Relating to the Status of Refugees, 2010. 
44 UNHCR, Statute of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2010, p. 2. 
45 Ibid., p. 6. 
46 UNHCR, Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, 2010; UNHCR, History of UNHCR, 2015. 
47 UNHCR, Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, 1954; UNHCR, Convention on the Reduction of 

Statelessness, 1961; UNHCR, Stateless People, 2015. 
48 UNHCR, Internally Displaced People, 2015. 
49 UN ECOSOC, Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement (E/CN.4/53/Add.2 (1998)), 1998. 
50 UN OCHA, Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, 2004. 
51 UNHCR Executive Committee, UNHCR’s role in support of an enhanced humanitarian response to situations of internal 

displacement: Policy framework and implementation strategy, 2007.  
52 Ibid. 
53 UNHCR Executive Committee, UNHCR’s role in support of an enhanced humanitarian response for the protection of persons 

affected by natural disasters, 2011. 
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should be limited to pre-existing refugee or displacement operations.54 Notably, paragraph seven of this report draws 
attention to the framework’s implications for state sovereignty, particularly when it comes to natural disasters.55  
 
UNCHR has adopted documents laying out policies to ensure that various refugee groups’ needs are considered and 
that each individual has the right to participate in decisions that may affect their lives.56 As the number of refugees 
has grown, UNHCR has increased its efforts to include a wide range of protective measures, including those set in 
place for the reintegration of refugees.57 Reintegration is defined as being “virtually synonymous with ‘sustainable’ 
return, which implies a situation where a constructive relationship between returnees, civil society and the state is 
consolidated.”58 From this point, relief efforts have broadened to include sustainable development measures in 
regards to the reintegration of refugees, as well as a focus on conflict prevention and peacebuilding in areas of the 
world affected by internal and external conflicts.59 It is in this context that the new Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), adopted in September 2015, are relevant for UNHCR, particularly Goal 10, which aims to reduce inequality 
within and among countries, and its Targets, especially Target 7 of Goal 10 on sustainable migration policies.60 
Other relevant Goals include Goal 5 on gender equality, Goal 11 on cities and human settlements and Goal 13 on 
climate change and its impact.61 
 
Emergency response constitutes one of the key functions of UNHCR, which continually trains personnel to respond 
to situations as needed, and has the ability to mobilize over 300 skilled individuals in less than 72 hours.62 UNHCR 
has gathered stockpiles of required items in Copenhagen and Dubai that can be used in the event of an emergency.63 
UNHCR works through the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) to deliver humanitarian assistance in 
emergencies.64 IASC’s secretariat, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, coordinates relief 
efforts among major UN and non-UN humanitarian partners and seeks to effectively administer aid, as well as 
highlight areas of need in a given situation through the Cluster Approach.65 Clusters consist of UN agencies and 
NGOs that deliver humanitarian aid according to their expertise.66 UNHCR leads the clusters on shelter, protection, 
and camp coordination and management.67  
 
Partnerships with civil society are essential to providing the services and resources needed to address all aspects of 
UNHCR’s mandate.68 Local NGOs partner with UNHCR to ensure that aid is delivered effectively and in a timely 
manner.69 UNHCR hosts an annual meeting that invites experts in the field, including national and international 
NGOs, to partake in a constructive dialogue on the topic of refugees.70 Further, UNHCR participates in the Global 
Humanitarian Platform, a group of UN agencies and NGOs committed to the coordination of relief efforts, which 
endorsed the 2007 Principles of Partnership, outlining the importance of collaboration in responding to 
humanitarian crises.71 Partnerships facilitate funding and monitoring of situations through the pooling of resources.72 

                                                                            
54 UNHCR Executive Committee, UNHCR’s role in support of an enhanced humanitarian response for the protection of persons 

affected by natural disasters, 2011, p. 3.  
55 Ibid. 
56 UNHCR Executive Committee, Age, Gender and Diversity Approach (EC/63/SC/CRP.14), 2012; UNHCR, UNHCR Age, 

Gender and Diversity Policy: Working With People and Communities for Equality and Protection, 2011. 
57 Macrae, Aiding Peace…and War: UNHCR, Returnee Reintegration, and the Relief-Development Debate, 1999. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
60 UN General Assembly, Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015. 
61 Ibid. 
62 UNHCR, Emergency Response, 2015.  
63 Ibid. 
64 Inter-Agency Standing Committee, The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), 2015; UNHCR, UNHCR’s Role in IASC 

Humanitarian Reform Initiatives and in the Strengthening of the Inter-Agency Collaborative Response to Internally 
Displaced Persons Situations, 2005. 

65 Inter-Agency Standing Committee, The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), 2015 
66 UN OCHA, What is the Cluster Approach? 
67 Ibid. 
68 UNHCR, Non-Governmental Organizations, 2015. UNHCR, Partners, 2015. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
71 International Council of Volunteer Agencies, Humanitarian Reform: Basic Information Leaflet Series Principles of 

Partnership, 2010. 
72 Ibid. 
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One example is the Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies, where several UN agencies work with 
local NGOs and governments to ensure that children can access educational services in times of crises.73 UNHCR 
works with Member States to promote the effective application of existing international standards, as well as to 
enhance existing refugee policies, in areas that require improvement. One example is the Ten-Point Plan of Action 
for Refugee Protection and Mixed Migration for Countries Along the Eastern and Southeastern Borders of 
European Union Member States.74 UNHCR also works closely with NGOs to change the way asylum seekers, 
migrants, and refugees are treated in host countries.75  

Recent Sessions and Current Priorities 

UNHCR held its 66th ExCom session between 5-9 October 2015.76 Simultaneously, a meeting of the High-level 
Segment on the Afghan refugee situation occurred.77 The ExCom mainly made decisions on financial matters, 
especially concerning adjustments due to rise in crises, particularly in Europe, and the fiscal gap of UNHCR; it also 
appealed for more generous donations by the international community.78 Further, the issue of the “mega-crises” of 
Syria and Iraq, were debated; of note, the ExCom general debate was comprised of 125 delegates with 80 being 
active participants speaking on the floor.79  
 
The UN’s Strategic Framework for 2014-2015 highlights UNHCR’s goal in devising new strategies to work with 
Member States and organizations to find lasting solutions for persons of concern, as well as its objective of 
strengthening international protections, enhancing the capacity of host countries to receive asylum seekers, and 
further expanding and developing lasting emergency response capabilities.80 The framework includes clear 
indicators of achievement in relation to its objectives, and enumerates UNHCR’s areas of focus for the 2014-2015 
period.81 UNHCR has also established Global Strategic Priorities (GSPs) for 2014-2015, which provide a blueprint 
for how UNHCR will carry out its operations around the globe in accordance with international standards.82 The 
GSPs operationalize the Strategic Framework, detail the indicators assessing the impact of each area of focus, and 
draw attention to areas for global engagement and partnership possibilities.83 GSPs for 2014-2015 include: reducing 
statelessness, improved birth registration, reducing discrimination, sexual and gender-based violence, as well as 
mortality, morbidity and malnutrition.84 They also encompass improving shelter, the participation of people of 
concern, and building coexistence with hosting communities; all issues which touch upon the topics of this 
Background Guide.85 UNHCR’s strategic planning considers every major area worldwide and gives detailed 
information on projected needs for refugee programs, statelessness programs, IDP help and reintegration projects.86 
 
The Middle East remain a geographic area of priority for UNHCR in 2015, while the situation in Europe has been 
given special emphasis.87 Topical issues include, inter alia, improved emergency response protection, the registration 
of refugees and mixed migrations, preventing sexual and gender-based violence, and international-burden sharing 
and recognizing the contributions of host communities.88 Furthermore, UNHCR launched a campaign in 2014 to end 

                                                                            
73 UNHCR, Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies, 2015. 
74 UNHCR, Advocacy, 2015; UNHCR, Ten-Point Plan of Action for Refugee Protection and Mixed Migration for Countries 

Along the Eastern and Southeastern Borders of European Union Member States, 2007; UNHCR, Protection, 2015. 
75 UNHCR, Asylum and Migration, 2015. 
76 UN General Assembly, Report of the sixty-sixth session of the Executive Committee of the High Commissioner’s Programme: 

Report of the Executive Committee (A/AC.96/1154), 2015, p. 9. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid. 
80 UN General Assembly, Proposed Strategic Framework for the Period 2014-2015, 2012. 
81 Ibid. 
82 UNHCR, Global Strategic Priorities 2014-2015, 2014.  
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid., pp. 15-16. 
85 Ibid., pp. 15-16. 
86 UNHCR, Global Appeal 2014-2015, 2014; UNHCR, UNHCR Global Appeal 2015 Update - Identifying needs and funding 

requirements, 2015 
87 UNHCR, Global Strategic Priorities 2014-2015, 2014. 
88 UN General Assembly, Report of the sixty-sixth session of the Executive Committee of the High Commissioner’s Programme: 

Report of the Executive Committee (A/AC.96/1154), 2015, p. 10. 
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statelessness within a decade, as there are still 10 million people worldwide without citizenship.89 Finally, UNHCR 
has set a priority of ameliorating the shelter and settlement situation of forcibly displaced people, and has developed 
nine guiding principles to this end.90 It is in the context of this undertaking that more sustainable alternatives to 
refugee camps (for instance sustainable settlements that are closely linked with local hosting communities) are 
discussed, as camps often impose limitations on the rights and freedoms of their inhabitants.91 UNHCR has 
undergone major reform efforts in recent years to maximize efficiency and address gaps in areas that require 
attention.92 The Age, Gender and Diversity Approach has led to significant changes in the way in which UNHCR 
and its partners interact with individuals fleeing their homes.93 Additionally, new areas of focus have been 
introduced, such as addressing the needs of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered and intersex refugees.94  

Conclusion 

As the global community faces the worst crises of forced displacement in history, millions worldwide will continue 
to require the aid of UNHCR.95 Only ten countries: Syria, Afghanistan, Somalia, Sudan, South Sudan, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Myanmar, the Central African Republic, Iraq, and Eritrea, are the source of 77% 
of the world’s refugee population.96 UNHCR is continuously evolving to meet the needs of refugees, yet faces 
increasing challenges due to the dimensions of the task.97 UNHCR plays a vital part in humanitarian affairs and 
remains essential in providing life-saving resources for individuals who have been forced to flee their homes.98 
While the responsibility to address IDPs remains primarily at the local and national level, the increasing number of 
IDPs around the world requires a collaborative effort by the international community to ensure their protection in the 
event of a conflict or immediate crisis.99 A good example are the cases of Syrian and Iraqi refugees, displaced due to 
civil war.100 Addressing the needs of refugees and stateless individuals necessitates a similar approach, given the 
limited resources available within many of the Member States receiving refugees.101 It is in this context that one of 
the challenges for UNHCR’s future strategic management becomes apparent: the increasing number of protracted 
conflicts calls for more durable solutions than can be facilitated by two-year plans and insufficient financing.102 
  

                                                                            
89 UNHCR, A special Report. Ending Statelessness within 10 Years, 2014; UNHCR, UNHCR launches 10-year global campaign 

to end statelessness, 2014. 
90 UNHCR, Global Strategy for Settlement and Shelter. A UNHCR Strategy 2014-2018, 2014, p. 11. 
91 UNHCR, UNHCR Policy on Alternatives to Camps, 2014, pp. 4, 12. 
92 UN General Assembly, Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (A/67/12), 2012. 
93 UNHCR, Executive Committee, Age, Gender and Diversity Approach (EC/63/SC/CRP.14), 2012. 
94 UNHCR, The Protection of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Intersex Asylum-Seekers and Refugees, 2010. 
95 UNHCR, World at War. UNHCR Global Trends, Forced Displacement 2014, 2015. 
96 Ibid., p. 14. 
97 UNHCR, UNHCR Global Appeal 2015 Update - Identifying needs and funding requirements, 2015; UNHCR, What We Do, 
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I. Protecting Children in Crisis and Conflict 

Introduction 

Worldwide, the number of people uprooted and displaced from their homes due to crisis and conflict has reached an 
all-time high of 60 million; almost half of these individuals are children.103 At the same time, over 230 million 
children are additionally vulnerable, living in areas affected by conflict or at a risk of natural disaster or health 
epidemics.104 Children represent the most vulnerable group of refugees and displaced persons, facing great risks to 
their safety and well-being. For girls, they face an increased risk of harmful practices, such as forced marriage, and 
sexual abuse and violence, while boys face a higher risk of being forced into child labor or joining armed forces.105 
Further, unaccompanied and separated children (UASC) are especially vulnerable to abuse and exploitation.  
 
This issue has gained much attention recently as Europe hosts an unprecedented number of refugees and has 
demonstrated a lack of preparedness to protect children; however, this is a truly global issue impacting every 
member state that is home to refugees. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) itself has 
also been criticized for its inadequate response to the needs of children refugees, particularly UASC.  
 
Experiencing trauma at a young age has life-long effects on individuals, harming their cognitive and social-
emotional development.106 Further, as the average duration of displacement continues to increase, humanitarian 
responses will need to not only be strengthened for short-term emergencies, but also respond to the long-term needs 
of displaced children.107 The need for international action is clear. This background guide will introduce the 
international and regional framework underpinning this issue, as well as the work of the international system thus 
far. The topics of protection and critical services will also be discussed.  

International and Regional Framework 

One of the most important international conventions when children are being discussed is the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC) (1989).108 This document, signed and ratified by almost every UN Member State, is 
critical in that it elucidates the critical rights that children are entitled to as individuals. In regards to refugees, it 
focuses on the protection of children as the biggest priority, but also touches on such issues as legal status. The 
Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict was also added in 2000.109 The Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGS) are also an important framework for children’s rights; for example, SDG 4 on the right 
to education must be achieved even in conflict and crisis.110 
 
In addition to the CRC, a number of international and regional conventions underpin the UNHCR’s response to 
children in crisis and conflict. The Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (1951) and its 1967 Protocol form 
the foundation of the work of the UNHCR, and define refugees, as well as their legal protections and the obligations 
of states.111 The Convention relating to the Status of Stateless Persons (1954) clarifies obligations of Member States 
to address the needs of stateless persons in order for them to live in security and dignity, and reinforces their 
rights.112 Finally, the Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness (1961) cites the importance of reducing and 
eventually eliminating statelessness.113 
  
                                                                            
103 World Humanitarian Summit Secretariat, Restoring Humanity: Synthesis of the Consultation Process for the World 

Humanitarian Summit, 2015, p. viii; UNHCR, Worldwide displacement hits all-time high as war and persecution 
increase, 2015. 

104 World Humanitarian Summit Secretariat, Restoring Humanity: Synthesis of the Consultation Process for the World 
Humanitarian Summit, 2015, p. 37. 

105 Ibid. 
106 Sirin et al., The Educational and Mental Health Needs of Syrian Refugee Children, 2015. 
107 Save the Children, A New Deal for Every Forcibly Displaced Child, 2016. 
108 UN GA, Convention on the Rights of the Child (A/RES/44/25), 1989. 
109 UN GA, Optional protocols to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict and 

on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography (A/RES/54/263), 2001. 
110 United Nations, Sustainable Development Goals: Goal 4. 
111 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, 1951; Protocol Relating to to the Status of Refugees, 1967. 
112 Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, 1954. 
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Various regional frameworks exist as well, including the African Union’s (AU) Convention for the Protection and 
Assistance of Internally Displaced Persons in Africa, also referred to as the Kampala Convention (2012).114 The 
framework established in the Convention “legally binds governments to protect the rights and wellbeing of people 
forced to flee their homes by conflict, violence, disasters and human rights abuses” on the continent of Africa, 
specifically focused on including internally displaced persons (IDPs).115  
  
Further, a number of guidelines offer advice to member states in responding to displaced children. This includes the 
Inter-agency Guiding Principles on Unaccompanied and Separated Children, which are guidelines established in 
2004 by various United Nations (UN) agencies and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) on how to best protect 
refugees who are unaccompanied minors.116 UNHCR also produced Guidelines on Reunification of Refugee 
Families in 1983.117 There are also the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.118 

Role of the International System 

UNHCR is the main actor in the international system responsible for the protection of displaced people, including 
IDPs, asylum-seekers, refugees, and stateless people.119 As such, UNHCR devotes much its energy to protecting 
children in particular during crisis and conflict. UNHCR works closely with governments, NGOs, and IOs on many 
different facets of this issue, for example, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the World Health Organization 
(WHO), the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), and Doctors without 
Borders.120 For example, they work with governments to ensure that births are registered, even in conflict and crisis, 
as birth registration is critical to ensuring that children get the services and resources they need.121 Without being 
registered, it is difficult for children to have their human rights realized.122 Additionally, they work with these 
partners on family unification programs.123  
 
The main UN body responsible for children’s issues is UNICEF. In addition to providing policy advice to 
governments, UNICEF offers direct services and supplies for children refugees, such as supporting the creation of 
schools in refugee camps, providing critical goods such as water and tents, and supporting refugee integration in 
host countries.124 They encourage other agencies and organizations working to support refugees to put the needs of 
children first.125 
 
Various NGOs and IOs play a critical role in conducting research on the status of displaced children, both focused 
on specific country situations, as well as general research on the global situation. In countries, NGOs can offer such 
services as legal advice, or advocate on behalf of children displaced by crisis or conflict, such as the International 
Refugee Rights Initiative, based in the United Kingdom, or Refugees International, based in the United States.126 In 
responding to humanitarian crises, the UN Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), the World 
Food Programme (WFP), IFRC, and the International Committee of the Red Cross all play particularly important 
roles in addressing the immediate needs of people.127  

Most recently, the international community came together to discuss humanitarian crises at the first World 
Humanitarian Summit (WHS) in May 2016, with an unprecedented number of stakeholders convening, from 
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Member States, UN agencies, private sector, and civil society.128 An education fund for children in emergencies and 
in protracted crises was launched, while children were also mentioned often as an especially vulnerable group.129 

Protecting Children Fleeing Conflict 

Around the world, millions of children are fleeing from their homes, often times with families, but also many times 
alone.130 Without a doubt, they are the most vulnerable group of people fleeing conflict and crisis, including in their 
countries of origin, transit countries, and host countries.131 Under international law, such as the CRC, they are 
entitled to protection. However, they face many dangers as they search for a new home, including the risk of being 
trafficked, abused, or exploited.132 
 
A factor that makes children especially vulnerable is their dependency on adults for their wellbeing and survival.133 
Amongst displaced children, certain groups are more likely to face higher vulnerability, including children with 
disabilities, orphaned children, and indigenous children or children from ethnic minorities.134 Children and young 
people of all ages face large risks of violence and abuse, but the specific type of risk changes depending on the 
age.135 One of the biggest challenges in protecting children is that very few cases of violence, abuse, and exploitation 
are reported and fully investigated, meaning that many perpetrators are never held accountable for their actions.136 
 
One strategy to protect children and give them the special attention required is creating Child Friendly Spaces 
(CFSs) in camps for refugees and IDPs.137 Working with civil society partners, UNICEF has worked to implement 
such spaces around the world to respond to the immediate needs of children and young people during an 
emergency.138 These spaces are intended to be respites for children who have experienced crisis and conflict, 
enabling them to “engage in education, psychosocial and recreational activities” with trained professionals such as 
social workers, teachers, and counsellors.139  Unfortunately, the safety of such locations also cannot be guaranteed; 
recently, the bombing of a camp in Syria led to the destruction of a CFS that was visited by over 1,000 children 
regularly.140 CFSs have the potential to ease children’s transitions into post-crisis recovery, and also empower 
families and communities to better care for their children.141 

Unaccompanied and Separated Children 
Amongst children and minors, UASC face especially heightened risks as they do not have adults looking out for 
them. Various UN agencies in partnership with civil society published guidelines in 2004 to provide policymakers 
and humanitarian actors with guidance on how to protect UASC throughout all stages of an emergency, with a focus 
on such priorities as preventing family separation and promoting family reunification.142 However, their 
implementation is far from universal. 
 
There are various reasons a minor might end up fleeing or displaced as an UASC. For families living in places 
affected by conflict, children and young people can easily be separated from their parents or siblings in the 
immediate aftermath of an attack.143 During chaotic moments while seeking safety in other countries, including 
while crossing the border or at transit points, families might get separated, but a lack of information and the general 
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setting prevents them from being able to be reunited with all their family members.144 Some minors have also been 
sent by their families to seek safety in safer countries, with the hope of bringing the rest of the family along later.145 
  
These children face extra challenges in every step of their way to safety. The issuing of protecting children fleeing 
from conflict has recently gained much attention in Europe as many European countries have agreed to host refugees 
and asylum seekers, but have been underprepared to meet the needs of minors in particular.146 Estimates put the 
number of UASCs arriving in Europe in 2015 at 26,000.147 However, reception facilities are often unable to cope 
with the large influx of refugees, and do not have enough services available to UASCs.148 Many reception centers 
lack translators or staff trained in identifying victims of abuse and trafficking, and are often unable to offer these 
minors housing separated from adults that is adequate to meet their needs and guarantees protection.149  
 
UASCs are often at an extra risk to be smuggled due to their unfamiliarity with legal processes and difficulties 
navigating legal systems.150 They are also especially vulnerable to being further taken advantage of by smugglers, 
including facing risks of sexual exploitation, coercion into committing criminal acts, or use in recruitment by 
smugglers.151 Currently, more than 10,000 displaced children who were registered are now missing in Europe.152 
While some of these minors are likely safe with family, officials do not know how many of these children have been 
exploited by traffickers and criminal gangs, and cite a high risk of these minors being targeted.153  

Providing Critical Services to Child Refugees 

Children have distinct needs that must be considered in humanitarian response to ensure that children can realize 
their human rights. Beyond the immediate concerns of safety and security, critical services that will ensure the long-
term wellbeing of children should be emphasized. 

Education 
All children, including displaced children, have a right to education, as established in international law.154 This has 
been further emphasized in SDG 4: “Ensure inclusive and quality education for all and promote lifelong learning.”155 
High quality primary education is critical in providing refugee children with a strong foundation on which to build 
further knowledge and can also promote peace.156 Further, schools should provide physical protection for students, 
as children who are in safe schools are more protected from threats of exploitation, violence, and recruitment for 
armed forces.157 Well-trained teachers can also help identify children who are vulnerable to these threats and can 
ensure they receive the needed services.158 However, around the world, 426 million children, or one in four school-
aged children, live in conflict-affected countries, and 75 million of them are being deprived of their right to 
education or are at great risk of missing out on education.159 
 
Providing education to displaced children has been one of the biggest priorities of UNHCR in its work with children, 
and has also been emphasized by the international community in discussing displaced children. For the past few 
years, the work of UNHCR in the field of education has been guided by its Education Strategy, which is grounded in 
the 1951 Refugee Convention and other relevant human rights documents.160 Working with Ministries of Education 
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and civil society, UNHCR collects and interprets data to evaluate and measure educational attainment, and also 
works on informal education.161 UNHCR views education as a tool to promote human potential, but there are many 
challenges to realizes these objectives and implementing their strategies.162 
 
At the recent WHS, civil society advocated for the goal that no child displaced by conflict or crisis should be out of 
school for more than a month.163 The UN Special Envoy for Global Education also announced the creation of a new 
fund at the Summit to support the education of refugees around the world, entitled Education Cannot Wait.164 
 
Despite these advances and prioritizations, many challenges remain, such as how to provide education in an 
emergency and how to make education for refugees inclusive; many further marginalized groups are at an increased 
risk of not having their right to education realized, including “children and young people with physical and cognitive 
disabilities; overaged learners who have missed out on years of schooling; and children associated with armed 
forces.”165 Further, for those displaced children who do have access to education, it is often low-quality and more 
represents a space place than a place of learning.166 There is an extreme shortage of teachers for displaced children, 
with many lacking sufficient training, in spite of the fact that the quality of teaching staff is the most important 
factor in determining the quality of learning.167 In some countries, tuition fees deter families from being able to 
enroll their children in school after a crisis.168 

Health Care 
Women and children are most vulnerable to health risks while fleeing conflict and crisis.169 Their health risks 
include malnutrition, malaria, diarrhea, HIV/AIDS, measles, and acute respiratory infections; health risks are 
intensified due to the lack of access to food, clean water, and health and sanitation services, as well as overcrowding 
in refugee camps and the disruptions to or destruction of health care systems.170 Children under the age of 5 “have 
the highest mortality rates in emergency situations,” with the majority of deaths being caused by communicable 
diseases.171 
   
UNHCR has a number of priorities that they advocate for and support in the promotion of refugees’ access to 
primary health care, including “HIV prevention, protection and treatment, reproductive health services, food security 
and nutrition, and water, sanitation and hygiene services.”172 These objectives include ensuring that refugees’ access 
to primary health care is comparable to citizens of a country to the greatest extent possible, which also applies to 
children.173  
 
One of the greatest health care needs for refugee children is mental health care services.174 Children fleeing conflict 
and crisis are likely to have experienced much trauma, having witnessed or experienced violence or experiencing the 
death of family members and loved ones.175 According to one study, as many as half of Syrian refugee children have 
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD).176 Further, children fleeing conflict and crisis are at greater risk of exploitation 
and abuse, which in turn means that children’s physical and mental health can be harmed in both the short and long-
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term.177 As discussed, CFSs in camps are one possibility to provide critical mental health resources to displaced 
children.178  

Long-term refugees 
While providing critical services during humanitarian emergencies is highly important, an increasing challenge is 
providing services, including education and healthcare, to children and youth who are growing up as refugees.179 
This is referred to as a protracted refugee situation (PRS).180 Today, the average duration of displacement a person 
faces is close to two decades.181 While their immediate needs of safety may be met, “their basic rights and essential 
economic, social, and psychological needs remain unfulfilled after years in exile,” and they are essentially living in 
limbo, with uncertain futures.182 While their needs are different than those of recently displaced children, they also 
must be addressed. 
 
It is especially important to address the needs of children who are growing up in refugee camps; in some areas of the 
globe, second and third generations are being born and raised in refugee camps, to the great detriment of their 
human rights.183 Some of these situations include the 4 million Palestinian refugees registered with the UN Relief 
and Works Administration (UNRWA) and excluded from the mandate of the UNHCR, Karen and Karenni refugees 
along the border of Thailand and Myanmar, and Somali refugees in Kenya.184 PRSs push many families into 
poverty, as they find themselves without a way to provide for themselves economically.185   

Conclusion 

UNHCR has underscored the importance of addressing the unique needs of children who are displaced from their 
homes. Due to their age and dependence on adults, they are especially vulnerable to such issues as violence, abuse, 
and exploitation. Among children, some groups are particularly vulnerable, including UASC, children with 
disabilities, and girls. UNHCR does much work to promote the safety and protection of displaced children and 
provide them with key resources and services, such as education and health care. However, many challenges remain 
in ensuring that children can fully realize their human rights and fulfill their potentials. 

Further Research 

While much work has been done on this issue so far, it is clear that the problems facing children fleeing crisis and 
conflict are not yet resolved. Delegates should think about how this issue impacts their Member State, and 
understand the situation of displaced children in their country, as well as the policies in place to support them. What 
are the biggest challenges in implementing the many international guidelines and agreements to protect children 
fleeing conflict? Where are current discussions and documents lacking? How does protecting displaced children fit 
into the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda? 
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II. Addressing and Adapting to the Effects of Climate Change on the Environment  
“The issue of equity is crucial. Climate affects us all, but does not affect us all equally. Those who are least able to 
cope are being hit hardest. Those who have done the least to cause the problem bear the gravest consequences.” 

- UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 186  

Introduction  

As global warming proceeds, the Earth’s climate is changing at a rapid speed, causing the Earth’s temperature and 
sea-level to rise, as well as drought and other extreme weather events that make places uninhabitable and displace 
people.187 Since the 1990s, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has been working to 
protect those displaced by natural disasters induced by climate change, and to build up resilience of communities 
and people considered vulnerable to the effects of climate change.188 The number of people displaced by climate 
change-related disasters and violent conflicts has been increasing continuously, as people are 60% more likely to be 
displaced now than they were in the 1970s.189 Since 2008, the average number of people being displaced from their 
homes due to natural disasters has been 26.4 million people per year, which is equivalent to one person being 
displaced every second.190 More than 19.3 million people were displaced by disasters in 100 countries in 2014, and 
UNHCR expects the number to be between 250 and 1,000 million over the next 50 years.191  
 
The worst case scenario of climate change-related displacement is for a whole community or state to be displaced by 
the rising sea-levels. It is estimated that 665,000 to 1.7 million people living in the Pacific countries could be 
displaced by 2050 due to rising sea-levels.192 The low-lying Pacific island countries of Tuvalu, Kiribati, and the 
Maldives could disappear within the next 30-60 years.193 The disappearance of a whole country would also results in 
culture loss, which is a huge part of people’s identities; how to preserve their culture is another question that needs 
to be answered.194   
  
Climate change-related disasters also increase the risks of violent conflicts such as inter-group violence and civil 
war, driven by poverty and insufficiency of food, water, and materials such as fuel.195 In 2007, the conflict in Darfur, 
Sudan was acknowledged as the first climate change conflict by United Nations (UN) Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon, as its fundamental cause was scarcity of water.196 Data shows that if temperature increases by 1%, the number 
of civil wars will increase by 4.5% in the same year; as the number of civil war increases, so does the number of 
refugees.197 
 
This background guide will provide delegates with information on important documents, conferences, and 
organizations to understand the actions taken from many aspects in addressing the effects of climate change and 
displacements induced by it. It also will illustrate UNHCR’s role and responsibilities in the international community 
by referring to its past work in protecting those displaced by climate change, and noting the further needed actions to 
be taken. In hopes to foster fruitful discussion during the conference, this background guide will also share the 
concerns, arguments, and unmet needs commonly discussed by the international community regarding the issue of 
climate change displacements.  
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International and Regional Framework 

There are a variety of international and regional frameworks underpinning the discussion of this topic and its various 
facets, including refugee statuses, climate change, disaster risk reduction (DRR), and humanitarian response. 
 
When a person is displaced from his or her own country and claims asylum to seek protection in another country, the 
other state has the responsibility to grant asylum only under specific circumstances as codified in international law. 
As per the United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees of 1951 (1951 Convention), UNHCR has 
the authority and the responsibility to ensure international protection of refugees.198 Member States who have signed 
on to this convention are responsible for protecting refugees’ social rights, providing refugees at least the same 
status given to other foreign nationals within the state, and cooperating with UNHCR. The 1951 Convention is the 
core of the global refugee regime and clarifies the rights of refugees and the definition of people qualified to be 
protected as refugees.199 
 
The 197 Parties to the Convention who have ratified The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) adopted in 1992 at the Rio Earth Summit, gather annually for the UN Climate Change 
Conference, also known as Conference of the Parties (COP).200 In 2010, at the 16th session of the COP, the Parties 
agreed on the Climate Adaptation Framework in Cancun, also known as the Cancun Agreement.201 One of the main 
objectives of the Cancun Agreement is to assist the most-likely victims of climate change and to strengthen disaster 
resilience of Member States, especially in developing countries, by providing financial, technological, and capacity-
building support.202 At the most recent COP in December 2015 (COP21), the Paris Agreement was adopted and 
signed by 175 parties (174 Member States and the European Union) on 22 April, 2016.203 It is an international 
agreement signed by the largest number of Member States on a single day, and the first ever international climate 
change agreement. It acknowledges that climate changes leads to human mobility, emphasizes the rights of 
migrants, and calls for the creation of a task force that would develop recommendations for integrated approaches to 
avert, minimize, and address displacement related to climate change.204 
 
Preparing for disasters is critical to reduce the number of displacements from climate change induced disasters. The 
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (SFDRR) is a guideline for states to build resilience 
against disaster and reduce the impact of disasters on their people; it also recognizes the increasing and intensifying 
effects of climate change-related disasters.205 It recommends states to improve disaster preparedness in order to take 
immediate response to disasters and related displacements, and adopt policies and programs to address the human 
mobility induced by disasters.206 
 
The necessity of coordinated humanitarian responses to climate change induced displacements was discussed at the 
first-ever World Humanitarian Summit (WHS), which took place in Istanbul, Turkey in May 2016.207 Issues of 
climate change and displacements related to it were discussed among the High-Level Leaders’ Roundtables during 
the conference.208 Displacements due to disasters and climate change was recognized as a growing threat, as 
participants reaffirmed the current international protection standards and emphasized the need to develop an 
international mechanism and legal framework that protects those who are displaced.209 The Platform on Disaster 
Displacement was launched during this summit with the aim of implementing the outcome of a state-led consultative 
process of the Nansen Initiative; the Agenda for the Protection of Cross-Border Displaced Persons in the Context of 
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Disasters and Climate Change (Protection Agenda) (2015) is a toolbox for Member States to build stronger 
resilience and preparedness against disasters and displacements caused by it.210  

Role of the International System 

UNHCR is prepared to respond to emergencies efficiently and immediately, and also supports Member States and 
other international organizations to be well-prepared in case of emergency. As a part of the 4th edition of the 
UNHCR’s Emergency Handbook, issued in 2015, UNHCR provides the Preparedness Package for Refugee 
Emergencies (PPRE).211 PPRE offers guidance for UNHCR offices in each state to be prepared for refugee 
emergencies with the cooperation of the host governments, the UN, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs).212 
UNHCR places great importance on collaborating with civil society, and holds an Annual Consultation with NGOs 
in Geneva to exchange information and maintain and develop partnerships with national and international NGOs, 
which in 2012 focused on discussing climate change displacement issues.213  
 
The Global Protection Cluster (GPC), which aims to assist and protect people who have been displaced due to 
climate change and natural disasters, is led by UNHCR.214 It provides tools and guidance mainly through documents 
collected by GPC and documents created by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), a forum that brings 
together UN and non-UN international organizations (IOs) working on humanitarian aid.215 IASC was established in 
order to strengthen humanitarian assistance in emergency situations and share information and best practices.216 The 
members of IASC are representatives of IOs, and NGOs, and UN agencies, including UNHCR, United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), and International Organization for Migrants (IOM).217 They gather annually to 
agree on a set of priorities for the year.218 GPC also provides training and learning programs to enhance people’s 
awareness and knowledge about natural disasters, and to improve their emergency response skill capacity, in 
addition to ensuring the effectiveness of the protection methods of the GPC.219 
 
UNHCR is also a member of the Advisory Group on Climate Change and Human Mobility, along with 6 other IOs. 
These organizations are gathered as experts of climate change-related displacements to provide knowledge and 
technical support on disaster induced human mobility resilience to UNFCCC.220 In the most recent set of 
recommendations from the Advisory Group on Climate Change and Human Mobility for COP21, the Advisory 
Group stated why and how human mobility should be addressed in the Paris Agreement and what kind of actions 
should be taken once the agreement is decided upon.221 One of the 6 other organizations that is a member of the 
Advisory Group on Climate Change and Human Mobility is IOM. IOM is a related organization to the UN, working 
with 162 Member States on migration issues, and has been working on environmental migration issues since the 
early 1990s by providing humanitarian support to those displaced, promoting international cooperation between 
Member States, and advising governments on migrant-related issues.222 IOM and UNHCR work closely together, 
including co-chairing the Global Camp Coordination and Camp Management (CCCM) Cluster, which focuses on 
ensuring Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) displaced by a natural disaster or conflict have a life that is above 
minimum standard in camps and camp-like settings.223 
 
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) plays an important role as an advisor to Member States and 
IOs on how to reduce the effects of climate change by providing scientific information related to climate change to 
policymakers. In its report written by hundreds of leading scientists, it assesses scientific facts on how climate 
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change impacts the ecosystem, projects the future consequences and make suggestions on how policymakers should 
respond to the future risks.224 In its fifth assessment report on Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability (2014), it 
projected for the first time that climate change will increase the displacement of people over the 21st Century.225 

Definition of Refugee & Legal Status of Climate Refugees 

The term “refugee” is defined in Article 1A (2) of the 1951 Convention as a person who, "owing to a well-founded 
fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of 
the protection of that country."226 This definition, however, does not apply to people displaced by climate change-
related disasters.227 As a consequence, there is no universally accepted term or definition of people displaced by 
climate change induced disasters.  
 
The topic of how to define such individuals has been highly discussed by the international community. In the World 
Migration Report 2008, published by IOM, people displaced by disasters related to climate change are referred as 
“Environmental Migrants” to avoid the term “refugee,” as it is misleading and could hinder them from receiving 
protection promised for refugees by the international legal regime.228 Since UNHCR uses the term “migrant” to 
define people who are displaced but do not fit the legal definition of a refugee because they moved by choice, the 
term “Environmental Migrant” may seem fitting.229 However, this raises the issue that migrants are considered under 
each state’s own immigration laws and have a higher possibility of being mistreated, whereas refugees are 
considered and protected under national and international law, which means states are obliged to assist the asylum-
seekers and UNHCR is responsible in helping the states.230 
 
The Global Governance Project, which primarily researches global environment change and governance for 
sustainable development, proposes referring to people displaced by climate change related disasters as “Climate 
Refugees” and defines this concept as “people who have to leave their habitats, immediately or in the near future, 
because of sudden or gradual alterations in their natural environment related to at least one of three impacts of 
climate change: sea-level rise, extreme weather events, and drought and water scarcity.”231 They also propose a new 
legal instrument to meet the needs of “climate refugees” instead of simply extending the definition of “refugees” 
from the 1951 Convention.232  
 
Contrastively, the Nansen Initiative does not use the term “Climate Refugee,” stating that the concept does not exist 
in the international law, and uses the term “people displaced across borders in the context of disasters and the effect 
of climate change” instead.233 In addition, many of the Pacific Islanders in danger of being displaced oppose to be 
called “refugees” but instead have expressed the view that being labeled “skilled migrants” would better protect 
their dignity, as some see a negative connotation with the word “refugee.”234  

Case Study: A Fisherman from Kiribati 
The Republic of Kiribati, a low-lying pacific island state composed of 33 atolls, is one of the first countries in 
danger of becoming uninhabitable due to the rising sea-level.235 If scientists’ predictions are correct, much of the 
islands will start disappearing by 2030 and will be completely underwater by 2100 if nothing is done.236 Kiribati has 
already seen increasing damage caused by flooding and storms, inducing displacements of people living on the 
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coast.237 One of them is Mr. Ioane Teitiota, a local fisherman who took his family to New Zealand to seek asylum.238 
He was to be the world’s first “climate change refugee” if his claim was accepted by the New Zealand Supreme 
Court, but instead, he was deported back to Kiribati with his family in September 2015 for not meeting the criteria 
of a “refugee” defined by the 1951 Convention.239 The case of Mr. Teitiota shows that without a coherent and clear 
international legal framework that protects those displaced due to climate change, especially the slow-onset effects 
of climate change such as the sea-levels rising, the response of the international community against the 
displacements will continue to be inadequate and irresponsible.240 

Meeting the Need of People Displaced Due to Climate Change 

One of the biggest problem of displacements caused by climate change is that people most often cannot go back to 
their own communities or countries.241 The scale and the frequency of disasters induced by climate change will most 
likely continue to intensify in the future, thus making affected areas almost permanently inhabitable.242 The low-
lying Pacific islands could disappear completely, but other countries face such risks as desertification, floods, and 
continuous extreme weather events that limit the amount of livable land.243  
 
UNHCR helps resettle those who are permanently displaced in a country other than their home country.244 However, 
out of 14.4 million refugees under the protection of UNHCR, only 1% are submitted to the resettlement program, 
and only a few Member States accept resettlement.245 If a refugee is resettled in a third country, they will receive 
legal and physical protection and greater security of their social and cultural rights, and will be integrated into 
society.246  However, in the case of climate change-related displacements, if individuals cannot be classified as 
refugees under the “refugee” definition set in the 1951 Convention, they cannot appeal to UNHCR for a resettlement 
in another country.247 Even if they were successfully resettled to another country, they would still face issues such as 
ill-prepared resettlement sites, joblessness, and loss of community network and relationships, and would suffer from 
a huge amount of stress.248 

Poverty 
Most of the people expected to be displaced due to climate change are living in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the 
Small Island Developing States (SIDS).249 Since approximately 78% of those living in extreme poverty globally live 
in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, this means the people who are considered most vulnerable to climate change 
are amongst the poorest in the world, although the lowest-income countries are often significantly less responsible 
for global warming and climate change.250 People with limited financial resources face many challenges in trying to 
relocate to a new community or country, and can also face legal challenges when seeking asylum but not gaining 
legal protection as a refugee.251 In addition, those displaced are at a great risk of becoming even poorer, losing their 
homes, resources, and income sources due to disasters, especially since financial aid from resettlement programs are 
usually limited.252 The people who do not have enough resources to move and are forced to stay within their 
community or country are accordingly under the responsibility of that country unless the government requests help 
of the international community.253 UNHCR deploys emergency teams, when requested, to provide support to those 
in need, including shelter, basic hygiene, and food.254 
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Loss of Culture and Dignity 
Protection and assistance of people displaced due to climate change must be provided with their consent, based on 
principles on humanity, human rights and dignity, and international cooperation between countries, communities, 
and IOs.255 The UN Declaration on Rights of Indigenous People, adopted by the UN General Assembly (GA) in 
2007, affirms the fundamental rights of indigenous people, and especially emphasizes their rights to preserve and 
develop their cultures, traditions, and social communities. 256 However, climate change induced displacements could 
result in the loss of cultural practices, community relationships, traditional knowledge, and identity of many 
indigenous peoples around the world.257 For example, the social structure and cultural community of the citizens of 
SIDS in the Pacific could be lost together with their inhabitance as water encroaches upon their homelands.258 
UNHCR strongly values peace and emphasizes the dignity of each displaced person, and is continuously striving to 
find the best solution for them.259  

Conclusion  

Displacements related to climate change are projected to increase continuously, highlighting a need for the 
international community to respond quickly to mitigate future calamities.260 A new or extended definition of the 
term “refugee” codified in international law, or a universally accepted definition of people displaced by disasters 
related to climate change, is one of the biggest concerns that advocates for this issue have raised. Lack of universal 
ratification by all 175 signatory parties of the Paris Agreement, a first-ever agreement on climate change induced 
displacement, will also present a challenge.  
 
Although there is no specific term or definition for people displaced due to disasters resulting from climate change, 
all individuals have a right to human rights and dignity. Accordingly, as human mobility in the context of climate 
change is discussed at events like the WHS, it is important to keep a focus on human rights and taking a human-
rights based approach, as well as offering humanitarian support for people in need. UNHCR will continue to lead the 
UN, Member States, IOs, and communities to cooperate with each other and actively participate to diminish the 
number of people displaced, offer protection and assistance to those displaced due to climate change, and meet the 
needs of those people flexibly.  

Further Research 

Although this issue has been discussed recently by the international community, many questions remain. How 
should the UN and UNHCR call individuals displaced due to climate change and why? Is a new definition of the 
term “refugee” necessary? How should the Task Force called upon in the Paris Agreement operate? How could 
individual Member States assist in preserving and developing indigenous people’s culture and dignity despite 
climate change? What are other special needs of those displaced due to climate change, compared to refugees from 
other crises and conflicts? How could UNHCR encourage more states to accept resettlements? 
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