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Definition and Aim
1. The majority of UNHCR's operations be-
gin as a result of an emergency caused by a
sudden influx of refugees1. The organization
and procedures of UNHCR reflect this; much of
UNHCR's normal work is in effect an emer-
gency response. There are, however, situations
that are clearly exceptional. This handbook
addresses the needs of such situations.

Definition of 

2. The distinction is one of degree: a defini-
tion of a refugee emergency for the purposes
of UNHCR and this handbook might be:

any situation in which the life or well-
being of refugees will be threatened un-
less immediate and appropriate action is
taken, and which demands an extraordi-
nary response and exceptional measures.

3. What is important is less a definition
than the ability to recognize in time the devel-
opment of situations in which an extraordi-
nary response will be required of UNHCR in
order to safeguard the life and well-being of
refugees.

4. Much of the handbook is concerned with
guidelines on the protection and material as-
sistance likely to be needed when large num-
bers of refugees cross frontiers to seek asylum
i.e. an emergency caused by a sudden influx of
refugees. 

5. Such emergencies are, of course, not the
only situations which demand an extraordi-
nary response of UNHCR. Equally swift action
will be required in other types of emergency.
For example, an emergency can develop in 
an existing operation, such as when events
suddenly place in danger refugees who had
previously enjoyed asylum in safety (discussed
in chapter 2 on protection). It can also erupt
during the final phase of an operation as in
the case of a large-scale repatriation (discus-
sed in chapter 19 on voluntary repatriation). In
addition there are complex emergencies,
which are humanitarian crises involving the
competence of more than one UN agency (see
chapter 7 on coordination for a full defini-
tion). The general guidance provided in this
handbook will be useful to these types of
emergencies as well.

Aim

Responsibilities
Governments and UNHCR

6. Host governments are responsible for the
security and safety of, assistance to, and law
and order among refugees on their territory.
Governments often rely on the international
community to help share the burden, and 
UNHCR provides assistance to refugees at the
request of governments.

7. The role of UNHCR in emergency opera-
tions is primarily to protect refugees. UNHCR
assists and complements the work of the gov-
ernment by acting as a channel for assistance
from the international community, and by 
coordinating implementation of the assis-
tance. Whatever the organizational manner
in which UNHCR provides emergency assis-
tance in response to a government request,
UNHCR is responsible for ensuring that the
protection and immediate material needs of
the refugees are met in an effective and 
appropriate manner. 

UN Organizations

8. The material needs of refugees are likely
to cover sectors for which other organizations
in the UN system have special competence. In
particular, the World Food Program (WFP),
with which UNHCR has established a close
partnership, provides the major part of the
emergency food needs of refugees. In recog-
nition of each organization’s comparative ad-
vantages and skills, and with the aim of giving
consistency and predictability to the relation-
ships between them, UNHCR has concluded
Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) with a
number of UN organizations. These MOUs
also cover issues related to emergency pre-
paredness and response, such as joint contin-
gency planning, joint assessments and devel-
opment of standards and guidelines, as well as
programme implementation. Notable among
these are the MOUs with WFP, the United 

The statutory function of providing interna-
tional protection to refugees and seeking
permanent solutions for their problems is
however, always UNHCR's responsibility.

The aim of UNHCR's emergency response is
to provide protection to persons of concern
to UNHCR and ensure that the necessary 
assistance reaches them in time.
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Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF),
which are contained in Appendix 3. UNHCR
has also signed MOUs with the United Nations
Population Fund (UNFPA), the United Nations
Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) and
the World Health Organization (WHO). 

9. Responsibility for coordinating the res-
ponse of the UN system to a refugee emer-
gency normally rests with UNHCR.

10. The UN body charged with strengthening
the coordination of humanitarian assistance of
the UN to complex emergencies is the Office
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA)2, through coordination, policy devel-
opment and advocacy. Complex emergencies
are defined and discussed in more detail in
chapter 7 on coordination.

Non-Governmental Organizations

11. Large numbers of non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) provide assistance to re-
fugees in emergencies. These organizations 
often act as UNHCR's operational partners.
The division of responsibilities is determined
by the implementing arrangements agreed
between them, the government and UNHCR
regardless of whether funding is from UNHCR
or elsewhere. This is discussed in more detail
in chapters 7 and 8 on coordination and im-
plementing arrangements.

Other Organizations

12. A number of other organizations also act
as operational partners in the provision of as-
sistance to refugees in emergencies. In partic-
ular, the International Committee of the Red
Cross (ICRC), the International Federation of
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRCS) 
with the National Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies, have long provided such assistance.
The ICRC mandate requires a high degree of
operational neutrality and independence,
which sometimes limits their participation in
coordination mechanisms and the exchange
of information between them and other 
organizations.

13. Other operational partners could in-
clude inter-governmental organizations, for
example the International Organization for
Migration (IOM). The objective of IOM is to
ensure the orderly migration of persons who

are in need of international migration assis-
tance. IOM works subject to the agreement 
of both (or all) the states concerned with the
migration. IOM has worked closely with 
UNHCR, notably by assisting with voluntary
repatriation.

The Refugees

14. Beyond the right to international protec-
tion under the Statute of UNHCR and under
the 1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 Pro-
tocol, all refugees, as indeed all persons,  have
certain basic human rights. These are enshrined
in the Charter of the United Nations and in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights: the
fundamental right to life, liberty and security of
person; protection of the law; freedom of
thought, conscience and religion; and the right
to own property. Refugees have the right to
freedom of movement. However, it is recog-
nized that, particularly in cases of mass influx,
security considerations and the rights of the 
local population may dictate restrictions.

15. Refugees and displaced persons also
have, of course, responsibilities towards the
country where they have sought refuge. These
are set out in Article 2 of the 1951 Conven-
tion: "Every refugee has duties to the country
in which he finds himself, which require in
particular that he conform to its laws and 
regulations as well as to measures taken for
the maintenance of public order." The civilian
nature of refugee status must be respected.

Defining Responsibilities

16. All those involved, both inside and out-
side the UN system, should have clearly de-
fined responsibilities within a single overall
operation. This can be achieved through the
establishment of an appropriate coordinating
structure at various levels to ensure that dup-
lication of effort and gaps are avoided. In 
certain situations, the coordinating role of
UNHCR may need to be more direct and oper-
ational, both in planning and executing the
emergency response, and in providing exper-
tise in specific sectors.

Principles of Response
Introduction

17. Whatever the framework of responsibil-
ity for a particular refugee emergency, certain
principles of response are likely to be valid.
Many of these are common themes in the
chapters that follow.
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18. By definition, the needs of a refugee
emergency must be given priority over other
work of UNHCR. This is essential if the aim of
ensuring protection and timely assistance to
refugees is to be met. Leadership and flexibil-
ity are required of UNHCR in an emergency. 

Get the Right People to the Right Place 
at the Right Time

19. The single most important factor in de-
termining whether or not sufficient emer-
gency assistance reaches the refugees in time
will probably be the people involved in organ-
izing and implementing the operation. 

No amount of expertise and experience can
substitute for organizing ability, flexibility, a
readiness to improvise, ability to get on with
others, ability to work under pressure no 
matter how difficult the conditions, tact, sensi-
tivity to other cultures and particularly to the
plight of refugees, a readiness to listen, and,
not least, a sense of humour.

Ensure the Measures are Appropriate

Identify Needs

20. An appropriate response in the provision
of protection and material assistance requires
an assessment of the needs of refugees that
takes into account not only their material
state and the resources available, but also
their culture, age, gender and background
and the culture and background of the 
nationals in whose country they are granted
asylum. The provision of protection and of 
essential goods and services must be provided
to refugees in ways which actually meet their
needs. 

Be Flexible and Respond to Changing Needs

21. What is appropriate will vary with time.
In the early stages of a major emergency spe-
cial measures that rely heavily on outside assis-
tance may be necessary. However, as a general
principle, the response should draw to the ex-
tent possible on local resources, materials and
methods, and should, for example, avoid regi-
mented refugee camps. Solutions that can be
readily implemented with existing resources
and simple technologies should be sought.

Identify Standards

22. It is an important responsibility of UNHCR
to determine with the government and opera-
tional partners the standards of assistance 
that are appropriate. This requires expertise in
a number of disciplines. The guidelines in 
Section III of this handbook suggest general 
considerations, to be modified in light of the
circumstances of each emergency. Appendix 2
(Toolbox) also contains standards. What is to
be decided for each sector is the correct level
of total assistance from all sources.

23. As a general principle, the standards of
assistance must reflect the special needs of the
refugees based on their condition, physical 
situation and experiences. At the same time
account must be taken of the standards
planned for and actually enjoyed by the local
population.

24. If the standards have been correctly deter-
mined, they cannot later be lowered without
harm to the refugees. The refugees must, for
example, receive a minimum basic food ration.
Outside contributions required to reach the
standards will, however, naturally be reduced
as the refugees become more self-reliant.

Always Remember the Longer Term 
Objectives

25. A final general principle in considering
the appropriateness of measures is that, from
the start, resources must be divided between
immediate needs and action aimed at longer-
term improvements and the prevention of
problems. For example, resources must be 
devoted to general public health measures as
well as to the treatment of individual diseases,
which will include many that could be pre-
vented by better water and sanitation. Emer-
gency assistance is to be allocated to the maxi-
mum extent possible to activities which will be
of lasting benefit, thus keeping any relief
phase as short as possible.

26. From the beginning of an emergency,
and even during preparations for an emer-
gency, planning must take into account the
post emergency phase as well as the envis-
aged durable solutions.

Involve the Refugees and Promote 
Self-reliance

27. In order to ensure that the assistance pro-
vided to refugees is appropriate, the refugees
must be involved from the outset in the meas-
ures taken to meet their needs. In addition, all

Enough UNHCR and implementing partner
staff of the right calibre and experience
must be deployed to the right places, and
equipped with the authority, funds, mate-
rial and logistical support needed.
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components of the operation must be planned
in such a way as to promote their self-reliance.
Obvious as this principle is, the pressures of an
emergency often make it easier to organize an
operation from the outside for, rather than
with, those whom it is to benefit.

28. If the emergency operation involves the
refugees in this way from the start, its effec-
tiveness will be greatly enhanced. Further-
more, such an approach will allow the
refugees to maintain their sense of dignity
and purpose, encourage self-reliance and help
avoid dependency. In emergencies, refugees
are often regarded as helpless and passive 
recipients of external assistance. In the long
term this sets a pattern of dependency. Re-
fugees must be encouraged to help them-
selves by using their own skills and resources
from the beginning of an emergency. 

29. Refugees are often most able to help
themselves, and thus be least reliant on out-
side assistance, if they are not grouped to-
gether in highly organized camps, but rather
reside in small, less formal groups.

30. The interests and needs of specific
groups of refugees, particularly vulnerable
ones, are better cared for and such efforts 
are more sustainable if community support
and involvement is harnessed right from the
start. In addition, refugee involvement helps
ensure that the emergency response addresses
social, human and emotional needs, and goes 
beyond the provision of material relief.

Be Aware of Social and Economic Roles

31. It is essential to understand socio-
economic factors when planning and imple-
menting the emergency response to avoid
unintentionally depriving some refugees of

the benefits of assistance. This is often true for
women, children, the elderly and the disabled.
UNHCR pays particular attention to the needs
of these groups, especially in emergencies. It is
important that the basic needs of vulnerable
groups (physically, mentally, or socially disad-
vantaged) are met. Thus in the ning and im-
plementation of an emergency response, vul-
nerable groups must be identified and
monitored systematically to ensure that they
are not further disadvantaged. If necessary,
special measures should be taken to meet
their particular needs.

32. Even in an emergency, refugees are likely
to have some form of representation, through
a community or group organization.

It is also through an effective use of their re-
presentation that refugees’ rights can be better
promoted. However, be aware that leaders
may sometimes not be representational, or
may have an agenda or objectives which could
have adverse consequences on other refugees.

Do Not Treat Issues in Isolation

33. In all stages of an emergency, the prob-
lems and needs of refugees must be seen 
comprehensively, and sector-specific tasks be
set within a multi-sectoral framework, since 
action in one area is likely to affect others. For
example the real solution to a health problem
might be found in improving the water sup-
ply. Ensure the correct balance in resource 
allocation between the different sectors.

Ensure Environment is Considered at an 
Early Stage

34. Similarly, issues which are cross-cutting in
nature should not be neglected. This is often
the case with issues concerning vulnerable
groups, children, women, and the environ-
ment. Environment concerns must be taken
into account from the earliest stage. In an
emergency involving large-scale population
displacements, some environmental damage
is unavoidable. Such damage can have an 
adverse effect on the health and well-being of
the refugees and their host community. The
emergency phase is therefore, a critical time
to institute measures which limit environmen-

A multi-sectoral approach must be a funda-
mental feature of an emergency response.

It is important to find out exactly what kind
of leadership structure exists.

To plan and manage an emergency res-
ponse effectively, the social and economic
roles of refugee women, men and children
must be properly analyzed and understood
to see how these roles will affect and be 
affected by, planned activities 3. 

It is important to encourage refugee partici-
pation at all stages of planning and imple-
mentation. 
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detail in A Framework for People-Oriented Planning in
Refugee Situations Taking Account of Women, Men and
Children, UNHCR, Geneva 1992



tal degradation. Environmental problems cre-
ated at this stage become increasingly difficult
and costly to redress. Every effort should be
made to prevent, or at least minimize, irre-
versible environmental impacts caused by the
emergency response activities and the pres-
ence of refugees.

Work for Durable Solutions

35. When an emergency occurs, actions
taken at the very outset can have important
longer-term consequences. Clear and consis-
tent policies from the beginning will have 
an important long-term effect. Similarly, the
immediate response of the international com-
munity to a major influx of refugees must
take into account the ultimate aim of promot-
ing a durable solution to the problem. This 
requires that the response both encourages
the self-reliance of the refugees and reduces
prolonged dependency on outside relief, and
that it does nothing to prevent the promotion
of a long-term solution as soon as possible.

36. As a general principle, the best solution
is voluntary repatriation. Where this is not
possible, assimilation within the country of
asylum (local settlement) is in most circum-
stances preferable to assimilation within an-
other country (resettlement), particularly for
large groups and in cases where resettlement
would take place in a cultural environment
alien to the refugees. There may, however, be
situations in which resettlement is the only
way to ensure protection.

Monitor and Evaluate the Effectiveness 
of Response

37. Whatever the nature of the emergency,
the action required of UNHCR is likely to vary
with time and as circumstances change. 

This will require sound monitoring, reporting
and evaluation systems, including indicators,
to detect deterioration or change, and also a
continuous review of the aims of UNHCR's 
assistance, both in terms of bringing the emer-
gency to an early end and for the promotion
of a durable solution.

38. Such monitoring must also ensure that
the funds provided voluntarily to UNHCR by
governments and others are being used to the
best advantage. This is inherent in the princi-
ple of appropriate response. It should be
borne in mind that whatever funds may be
available in the early stages of an acute 
humanitarian emergency, the passage of time
will produce financial constraints. Thus it is 
important that actual and potential donors
see that the action proposed is indeed essen-
tial, and that its impact is effective.

It is essential that the effectiveness of the
response be kept constantly under review
and action adjusted as necessary and in
time.

8
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Introduction

UNHCR’s Mandate

1.

2. The need for international protection
arises from the fact that refugees, unlike ordi-
nary aliens, no longer have the protection of
their home country. International protection is
a temporary substitute for the protection nor-
mally provided by States to their nationals
abroad until the refugee can again benefit
from national protection. 

3. The legal basis for securing this protec-
tion, the aim of protection, and the means to
provide it, must be clearly understood. This
chapter addresses these questions. 

Legal Instruments

4. All UNHCR staff must be familiar with
the key international instruments covering 
the protection of refugees. Of fundamental
importance are the following:

i. Statute of the Office of the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees;

ii. 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of
Refugees and its 1967 Protocol;

iii. 1969 Convention Governing the Specific
Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa of
the Organization of African Unity (OAU);

iv. 1984 Cartagena Declaration on Refugees,
and 1994 San Jose Declaration.

5. Annex 1 lists these and other relevant 
international instruments and their main pur-
pose(s).

6. Refugees enjoy basic human rights set
out in instruments such as the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights, and other instruments
listed in Annex 1, as well as the rights they
have as refugees which are described in the 
various refugee instruments.

Refugee Definition

7. A refugee is defined as:
any person who is outside his/her country of
origin and who is unwilling or unable to 
return there or to avail him/herself of its pro-
tection because of:

i. a well-founded fear of being persecuted
for reasons of race, religion, nationality,
membership of a particular social group
or political opinion;

or

ii. a threat to life or security as a result of
armed conflict and other forms of wide-
spread violence which seriously disturb
the public order.

Whether a person is a refugee is not depen-
dent on formal recognition, but on the fact of
meeting the definition of refugee.

Protection in Emergencies
8. On the spot presence and quick action
are generally crucial to the attainment of 
UNHCR’s objectives, particularly where there is
danger of refoulement or abuses such as arbi-
trary detention or mistreatment.

Admission and Non-refoulement

9. The first and most urgent priority is to
ensure refugees’ right to asylum is respected,
and to ensure they are not forcibly returned
(refouled).

Non-refoulement

10. Of cardinal importance is the principle of
non-refoulement. This principle is set out in
Paragraph 1 of Article 33 of the 1951 Conven-
tion which states that:

“No Contracting State shall expel or return
(“refouler”) a refugee in any manner what-
soever to the frontiers of territories where
his life or freedom would be threatened on
account of his race, religion, nationality,
membership of a particular social group or
political opinion”. 

The aim of international protection in emer-
gencies is to:

i. Ensure admission and at least temporary
asylum;

ii. Prevent forcible return (“refoulement”);
iii. Ensure refugees are treated according to

basic human rights standards.

In an emergency it must first be established
that the persons endangered are of 
concern to UNHCR and thus entitled to 
protection. 

UNHCR’s fundamental responsibilities are to:

i. Provide international protection to refu-
gees; 

and 

ii. Seek permanent solutions for their prob-
lems.

12



11. The 1951 Convention provides for very
limited exceptions to the principle of non-
refoulement of refugees, namely, for those
reasonably regarded as a danger to the secu-
rity of the country where they are, or for those
who, having been convicted by a final judge-
ment of a particularly serious crime, constitute
a danger to the community of that country.

12. The principle of non-refoulement has
found specific expression in a number of inter-
national instruments adopted at the universal
and regional levels.

13. Because of its fundamental and univer-
sally accepted character, the principle of non-
refoulement has been recognized as a prin-
ciple of customary international law, and hence
binding on all states. 

Admission

14. Asylum seekers must be admitted to the
state in which they seek refuge, without dis-
crimination as to race, religion, nationality, po-
litical opinion or physical incapacity. The Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights states that:

“Everyone has the right to seek and to 
enjoy in other countries asylum from
persecution”. 

15. The General Assembly, on adopting the
UNHCR Statute, called on governments to 
cooperate with the High Commissioner in the
performance of his/her functions by, admitting
refugees to their territories.

16. Refugees may not be able to meet 
normal immigration requirements because of
their flight. The 1951 Convention obliges
states not to penalize refugees for having 
entered their host country without the legally
required formalities.

Status Determination

17. Refugees may be recognized either on
the basis of “prima facie” group determination,
or following individual status determination.

18. At the outset of an emergency when 
asylum-seekers arrive in large numbers over 
a short period of time, it is often impractical 
to resort to an individual determination of
refugee status for each member of the group.
In most emergencies those seeking refuge
may be of concern to UNHCR, and the Statute
calls for action on their behalf. When protec-
tion is clearly an urgent humanitarian need,
the benefit of the doubt has to be accorded at
least until a considered opinion is available.

19. In such circumstances, UNHCR and states
usually resort to refugee status determination
for the entire group based on their knowl-
edge of objective conditions in the country of
origin. Every member of the group is thus con-
sidered a refugee prima facie, i.e. a refugee in
the absence of evidence to the contrary.

Persons Excluded From Refugee Status 

20. Certain persons do not fall under the High
Commissioner’s competence and are excluded
from protection. These are persons with respect
to whom there are serious reasons for consider-
ing that they have committed a crime against
peace, war crimes (e.g. torture or execution of
prisoners), crimes against humanity (e.g. geno-
cide), serious non-political crimes (e.g. murder
or rape) outside the country of refuge, or acts
contrary to the purposesof refuge, or that they
have been guilty of acts contrary to the pur-
poses and principles of the United Nations.

21. Headquarters must be informed immedi-
ately of such situations and as a rule, criteria
for decisions on exclusion should be taken in
consultation with Headquarters. Note that
asylum seekers can be given prima facie recog-
nition as refugees on a group basis, but can
only be excluded from refugee recognition on
an individual basis.

UNHCR and States’ Responsibilities

22. The High Commissioner’s universal pro-
tection responsibilities have been placed on
him/her by the General Assembly (Statute of
UNHCR). The exercise of the international pro-
tection function by UNHCR is not dependent
upon a request by the government concerned.

In the case of mass influx, the aim is to 
secure treatment in accordance with univer-
sally recognized humanitarian principles
not necessarily directly linked to the legal
status of those in need. Speed of interven-
tion to secure protection is thus the first 
priority. 

Non refoulement is a principle of interna-
tional law and binding on all States irre-
spective of whether or not they are party to
the 1951 Convention or other international
refugee instrument.

Non-refoulement includes not rejecting or
turning away a refugee at the border, as
well as not returning him/her subsequent
to admission to a country where he/she
could face persecution.
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23. In countries that are parties to the rele-
vant legal instruments, UNHCR’s protection
function is facilitated. The 1951 Convention 
obliges States which are parties to the Conven-
tion to cooperate with UNHCR in the exercise
of its functions and in particular to facilitate
UNHCR’s duty of monitoring the application
of the Convention’s provisions. The 1969 OAU
Convention contains a similar clause. 

24. Even when an emergency occurs in a
country not party to the relevant international
instruments, some of the principles embodied
in the Convention are considered customary
international law and hence are binding on all
states. Foremost amongst them is the principle
of non-refoulement. In addition, the moral
strength and standard setting value of the
conclusions of UNHCR’s Executive Committee
(EXCOM) is not limited to states which are
members of the Executive Committee (see
chapter 9 on external relations for more de-
tails on EXCOM members).

Basic Refugee Standards 

25. A set of internationally recognized basic
standards of treatment applicable in refugee
emergencies has been agreed1.

a) Refugees and asylum seekers should not
be penalized or exposed to any unfavou-
rable treatment solely on the ground that
their presence in the country is considered
unlawful; they should not be subjected to
restrictions on their movements other
than those which are necessary in the in-
terest of public health and public order;

b) They should enjoy the fundamental civil
rights internationally recognized, in parti-
cular those set out in the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights;

c) They should receive all necessary assis-
tance and be provided with the basic ne-
cessities of life including food, shelter and
basic sanitary and health facilities; in this
respect the international community
should conform with the principles of in-
ternational solidarity and burden-sharing;

d) They should be treated as persons whose
tragic plight requires special understand-
ing and sympathy. They shoud not be 
subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading
treatment;

e) There should be no discrimination on the
grounds of race, religion, political opin-
ion, nationality, country of origin or physi-
cal incapacity;

f) They are to be considered as persons be-
fore the law, enjoying free access to courts
of law and other competent administra-
tive authorities;

g) The location of asylum seekers should be
determined by their safety and well-being
as well as by the security needs of the 
receiving State. Asylum seekers should, as
far as possible, be located at a reasonable
distance from the frontier of their country
of origin. They should not become in-
volved in subversive activities against their
country of origin or any other State;

h) Family unity should be respected;

i) All possible assistance should be given for
the tracing of relatives;

j) Adequate provision should be made for
the protection of minors and unaccompa-
nied children;

k) The sending and receiving of mail should
be allowed;

l) Material assistance from friends or rela-
tives should be permitted;

m) Appropriate arrangements should be
made, where possible, for the registration
of births, deaths and marriages;

n) They should be granted all the necessary
facilities to enable them to obtain a satis-
factory durable situation;

o) They should be permitted to transfer as-
sets which they have brought into a terri-
tory to the country where the durable 
solution is obtained; and

p) All steps should be taken to facilitate 
voluntary repatriation.

Temporary Protection 

26. Some countries adopt a narrow defini-
tion of the term “refugee” which does not en-
compass those persons who are fleeing from
armed conflict (such persons are considered
refugees within the definition contained in, for
example, the OAU Convention). In countries
with a narrow definition, the term “temporary
protection” has been used to describe protec-
tion extended to categories of persons clearly
in need of international protection, but in re-
spect of whom recognition as refugees would
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present difficulties, either because they would
not fall under the narrow definition, or be-
cause individual status determination would
not be practical in view of the numbers of per-
sons involved. 

27. The basic elements of temporary protec-
tion include:

i. Admission to the country of refuge;

ii. Respect for basic human rights, with treat-
ment in accordance with internationally
recognized humanitarian standards (e.g.
those basic refugee standards listed above);

iii. Protection against refoulement;

iv. Voluntary repatriation when conditions in
the country of origin allow. Persons admit-
ted to a country under a temporary pro-
tection scheme generally are not provided
access to the full range of benefits ac-
corded to individuals who are recognized
as refugees.

Initial Actions
Introduction

28. The legal basis on which UNHCR inter-
venes to secure the protection of refugees is
contained in the instruments mentioned
above. Frequently the practical course of ac-
tion to be adopted is, however, of more con-
cern than the legal instruments themselves. 

29. In order for UNHCR to effectively dis-
charge its protection mandate, the staff of the
organization must have free and unhindered
access to all refugees and asylum seekers irre-
spective of their location. 

30. It should be borne in mind that action
taken at the outset of an emergency may have
significant long-term consequences, both for
continued protection, including perhaps for
other groups of refugees within the country,
and for the promotion of durable solutions.

Rapid Deployment, Continuing Presence and
Free Access

31. The first priority is rapid deployment of
staff. 

Free access and continuing presence are the
vital practical support to ensuring UNHCR’s
mandate. Sufficient female staff must be 
present as this will help ensure that women
refugees can express protection problems, and
that these problems are recognized and dealt
with appropriately.

Assessment

32. Good protection requires good informa-
tion. UNHCR staff, often together with local
officials, should visit all points of influx and
refugee locations to gather information from
refugees regarding the issues and questions
set out in Annex 1 to chapter 5 on initial 
assessment (in particular those relating to who
the refugees are, where they are from, why
they have fled and identification of vulnerable
groups). In addition, the refugees should be
asked about the situation along the flight
route and any problems encountered upon
entering the country of refuge.

33. Sources of information must be devel-
oped and direct communication with contacts
established in the field to ensure that UNHCR is
quickly informed of any new influx or protec-
tion problem. Such open lines of commu-
nication are especially important for border re-
gions which are remote from the capital, where
UNHCR may not yet have a local presence.

34. Potential sources of information include:

❏ Asylum seekers themselves;

❏ Local or central government authorities;

❏ Community and religious leaders;

❏ National and international NGOs;

❏ ICRC, if present;

❏ Other UN and international organizations;

❏ National (particularly local language) and
international news media. 

35. If possible the central authorities should
participate in fact finding missions, as this 
reduces the risk of misunderstanding between
UNHCR and the central authorities and bet-
ween the central and local authorities.

Ensuring Respect for Non-refoulement

36. The best way to ensure respect for the
principle of non-refoulement and basic human
rights is to create awareness among national
authorities at all levels. In a crisis situation, it
may not be possible to provide formal train-
ing, but in daily contacts with camp autho-

A continuing UNHCR presence with direct
and unhindered access to refugees should
be established in the area concerned for as
long as required. 

Often protection depends less on the fine
print of a statute and more on swift appro-
priate action by UNHCR field staff.
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rities, local authorities, army personnel and 
border officials, the principle of non-refoule-
ment must be made clear. Give concrete exam-
ples to the authorities of what can happen to
a refugee who is returned: it can mean loss of
life. Awareness may also need to be raised in
the local population – the media may provide
a forum – and public opinion can be an impor-
tant influence. 

Ensuring an Understanding of UNHCR’s
Mandate

37. The basis for UNHCR's concern and in-
volvement should be explained in as practical
terms as possible. Local officials may not know
of UNHCR's mandate, nor of the assistance
which UNHCR may already be giving else-
where in the country. 

Border Presence

38. Develop good contact with border au-
thorities and monitor cross border move-
ments: this also helps provide contact with the
refugees, and gives information about what is
happening in the country of origin as well as
potential problems in border crossings on
both sides of the border. If it is not possible for
staff to be present at all border crossing points
on a permanent basis, each crossing point
should be checked frequently. 

39. Any protection problems relating to the
admission or treatment of refugees at the 
border should be brought immediately to the
attention of the competent authorities in the
host country and any other country involved,
for urgent remedial action.

Location of Refugees

40. Refugees should be accommodated suffi-
ciently far away from the borders of the coun-
try of origin to avoid security problems.

Maintaining Contact with Local Authorities

41. At both the local and central level, there
must be assured access at all times to those
officials whose decisions will affect the
refugees' situation. Establish who they are,
contact them and if possible request home
telephone numbers and other means of com-
munication so that if a protection problem
arises it can be brought to the right official's

attention at once. Refoulements often take
place very rapidly.

42. The most senior local official directly 
responsible should be approached and re-
quested to allow (at least temporary) asylum.
In some cases this may be the local military
commander for a region.

43. NGOs may be able to advise on the local
infrastructure and decision-making process,
and influential local personalities, such as com-
munity or religious leaders, may be helpful.

44. Local authorities should be kept infor-
med of demarches UNHCR has made or intends
to make in the capital – these should not only
be the demarches of a political or formal 
nature, but also those covering practical and
assistance aspects of the programme.

Protection and Assistance

45. Protection and material assistance should
be planned as complementary parts of a single
UNHCR operation. Assistance cannot be pro-
vided without assured asylum and without 
life-sustaining material assistance, protection
alone will not preserve the lives and well-being
of the refugees. There should be an early indi-
cation that UNHCR's intervention may result in
material assistance – in other words, that the
granting of asylum and meeting of immediate
needs will not be a burden on local authorities’
budgets. Field Officers must receive early guid-
ance contained in section III on the extent to
which commitments on material assistance
may be given, in order to communicate this 
information with local authorities. If the influx
consists of additional asylum seekers clearly 
belonging to a group already assisted by 
UNHCR, a firm assurance of material assistance
within the means available is usually given. 
Although the link between such assistance and
protection responsibilities is self-evident to 
UNHCR, it should be borne in mind that the
connection is not necessarily so clear to local or
central authorities.

Registration

46. A registration exercise should be con-
ducted at the earliest possible stage of an
emergency operation (for more details see
chapter 11 on population estimation and reg-
istration).

Women and Children

47. Refugees, and in particular women and
children, travelling alone or in small groups in

The approach should stress that the work 
of the High Commissioner is of an entirely
non-political character and is strictly hu-
manitarian and social. 
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remote border areas, are very vulnerable to 
extortion, abuse and sexual violence. A pro-
active approach is needed to ensure that 
protection needs are met. 

UNHCR considers a child to be:
a person below the age of 18 years, 
unless, under the law applicable to the
child, majority is attained earlier, 

as defined in the Convention on the Rights of
the Child.

Note that gender-related persecution can be
considered a ground for recognition under
the definition of refugee.

UNHCR’s Guidelines on the Protection of
Refugee Women, and Refugee Children:
Guidelines on Protection and Care (see key
references) are essential reading for those de-
signing a protection programme. More infor-
mation on the procedures noted below is 
contained in section III of the Handbook, in
particular chapter 10 on community services.

48. Prevent protection problems for refugee
women and children through good pro-
gramme design in all sectors, including:

❏ Obtaining a good knowledge of the popu-
lation profile, especially the breakdown by
sex and age;

❏ Preserving the original family and commu-
nity structures;

❏ Consulting women on the design of the as-
sistance programme, in particular on the
design of the refugee camp and on the
commodity distribution system;

❏ Locating services so as not to expose
refugee women to additional risk when 
using them;

❏ Providing lighting in the camp especially
along paths to latrines;

❏ Ensuring an adequate number of women
staff, particularly protection, community
services and health staff;

❏ Forming security patrols among the refu-
gees themselves having the protection of
women as a priority;

❏ Providing training for police and military
personnel on the rights of women and chil-
dren, especially in circumstances where
there is a heavy military or police presence;

❏ Initiating tracing as soon as possible. Ap-
propriate measures must be taken for iden-
tification, documentation, tracing, interim
support and family reunion of separated

children (see chapter 10 on community
services for more information on unaccom-
panied children);

❏ Providing structured activities and primary
schools for children (this can be important
as a protection tool as it can help reduce 
recruitment into armed forces);

❏ Targeting assistance to remove the need
for child labour;

❏ Issuing birth certificates. Birth registration
may be a prerequisite for obtaining natio-
nality, enrolling in school and may be a vital
tool for tracing. It can also be important in
preventing military recruitment and other
forms of exploitation. 

Help Children by Helping the Family; Support
Women to Preserve Family Unity.

Actively work to preserve family unity. Mea-
sures to promote the health and physical 
security of refugee women can help prevent
separation of mother and child. A family,
whose members have become separated or
who are under serious stress, puts children at
particular risk. Give priority to helping parents
and other child care-givers meet the needs of
their children. Also, recognize the parents'
own needs. Families may need assistance in us-
ing their own coping techniques and rebuild-
ing their support networks. Make every effort
to preserve or reconstitute family help net-
works. Family groups wishing to live together
should be helped to do so.

Monitoring and Reporting

49. Once immediate protection is secured,
arrangements must be made to monitor the
situation and ensure continuing respect of the
rights of the refugees. 

50. Immediate, clear and regular reports of
developments, action taken and intended to
be taken are important, whether from the
Field Officer to the Head of Office or from the
latter to Headquarters. Guidance must be re-
quested as necessary and Headquarters level
interventions recommended as appropriate.
See Annex 3 to chapter 8 on implementing
arrangements, for a standard situation report.

51. A prerequisite for intervention with a
government, or for mobilization of interna-
tional support, is accurate situation reporting. 

The single best way to promote the protec-
tion, well-being and safety of children is to
support their families. 
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Formalizing Arrangements and Written 
Demarches

52. Any temporary or ad hoc agreements
with the authorities should be formalized, as
for example that covering the local UNHCR
presence. Reference should be made to pro-
tection and durable solutions in any formal
exchanges governing the provision of material
assistance.

53. As a general rule, a written demarche
should be made as soon as possible to the 
central authorities at the highest appropriate
level. This level, and the form of the demarche,
will be determined by the nature of UNHCR's
presence in the country. A demarche by a newly
arrived mission would normally be addressed to
the Minister of Foreign Affairs (or perhaps Inte-
rior; the advice of UNDP and/or embassies
should be sought). The communication might: 

i. Refer to the information available to 
UNHCR on the influx or problem (qualify-
ing it as necessary: the government will 
often know more than UNHCR); 

ii. State UNHCR's view that persons involved
are or may (as applicable) be of concern to
the High Commissioner; 

iii. Refer to the government's protection re-
sponsibilities; 

iv. Request (confirm understanding, express
gratitude for, etc.) assurances that persons
will be granted (at least temporary) asylum
(if appropriate: pending determination of
status and longer-term arrangements); 

v. Offer, where persons are found to be of
concern to UNHCR, commitment in prin-
ciple to provide material assistance (for 
example, "every effort" formula).

54. The text of representative level de-
marches should be communicated to Head-
quarters at once both for information and in
order that they may be shared with the 
permanent mission and/or referred to in any
subsequent Headquarters level demarches.
Likewise, the texts of the latter should of
course be shared at once with the field. 

55. Representatives should immediately rec-
ommend action at the Headquarters level if

they are in doubt that their interventions
alone will secure protection. 

56. New oral and written demarches must be
made if there are any grounds for concern that
protection is still not adequately assured (re-
foulement, abduction, arbitrary detention,
mistreatment, abuse of women and children
etc.). Complementary action at the local level
should both closely monitor developments af-
fecting protection, and concentrate to the ex-
tent possible on assisting the authorities to
meet the practical problems of the influx.

Public Relations

57. In certain circumstances tensions in rela-
tions between neighbouring countries may
make it necessary to stress even at the local
level that the granting of asylum is a purely
humanitarian act.

58. Particular attention should be paid to
briefing other UN organizations and the
diplomatic community, especially those inter-
ested governments whose influence may be
able to facilitate protection (for example, by
an early indication of support for UNHCR
and/or of intent to contribute financially to
the UNHCR operation). 

59. Visits by national and international me-
dia and the diplomatic corps may help achieve
a broader appreciation of UNHCR's protection
function. The position to be taken with regard
to the media will depend very much on the
circumstances and whether or not publicity
would help protect persons of concern to 
UNHCR. Close coordination within the various
levels of UNHCR is necessary. Where UNHCR is
already represented, previously established
good contacts with the locally based (and es-
pecially local language) media may prove a
valuable source of information and is useful in
advancing an understanding of UNHCR's role.
General guidance regarding media relations is
provided in chapter 9 external relations.

Physical Safety of Refugees
Introduction

60. Even after they have been admitted to a
country of refuge, refugees may still face seri-
ous threats to their safety. In emergencies,
some basic human rights are particularly

Emphasize that the granting of asylum is
purely humanitarian and therefore not a
hostile act, and that UNHCR's presence and
involvement may help reduce tension.

Field staff at the site, anxious to provide im-
mediate help, must remember that unless
information gathered locally is shared, its
usefulness is limited. 
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threatened and will need to be specially pro-
tected by law as well as by action. These
threats may originate from the country of 
origin or of asylum or from groups among the
refugees themselves.

Camp Security

61. Threats of military attacks originating
from the country of origin may be reduced by
locating or relocating camps or settlements a
reasonable distance from the border (see
chapter 14 on site planning). In addition the
authorities of the country of asylum may have
to increase their military presence in the 
border area and around refugee settlements.
However, military presence inside refugee
camps or settlements should be avoided. 

62. In the country of refuge, threats to physi-
cal safety of refugees (refoulement, unlawful
detention, sexual violence, etc.) may emanate
from officials dealing with the refugees. 

63. Corrective action is in the hands of the
authorities and must be taken resolutely. 
UNHCR must maintain contact with the refu-
gees and the authorities to ensure that there
is adequate response. 

64. Criminal attacks and banditry against
refugees should be addressed by civil authori-
ties and security forces of the host country in
close cooperation with UNHCR and the
refugee community.

65. In situations where armed individuals are
part of the refugee population, UNHCR
should encourage the screening of the whole
population and the separation of refugees
from armed individuals, as well as their disar-
mament. 

66. In all cases of military and police pres-
ence, general measures as described in para-
graph 48 such as awareness campaigns and
training for protection of the rights of refugee
women and children are important in order to
prevent sexual violence against them.

67. In cases of internal conflicts among the
refugee population UNHCR should initially 
encourage a mediation by the refugee com-
munity. If this fails, UNHCR should request the
authorities of the host country to resolve the
conflict.

Reducing Tension Between the Refugee and
the Local Community

68. In situations which may give rise to ten-
sion and conflict between the refugee com-
munity and the local population, the follow-
ing measures may be considered in addition to
action to address the specific causes of the
problem:

i. Arranging regular meetings between the
representatives of the refugees and the
leaders of the local community;

ii. Sensitizing the local population to the
plight of the refugees through local media
(programmes on radio and TV, articles in
newspapers) and community leaders;

iii. Sensitizing refugees to local customs and
traditions;

iv. Ensuring that sufficient assistance is mo-
bilized so that the presence of refugees
does not impact negatively on scarce local
resources;

v. Benefiting the local community through
improvements in infrastructure in the areas
of water, health, roads, etc.

69. As a measure of protection, UNHCR staff
should encourage and support the organiza-
tion of the refugee community and ensure its
involvement alongside local authorities and
communities, in all aspects of the administra-
tion of the refugee settlement. Women and
adolescents should be included in such organi-
zations, particularly those dealing with issues
affecting their security. Other actions should
include UNHCR presence in refugee camps and
special training in international refugee stan-
dards and norms for all officials dealing with
refugees. 

Physical Safety in Areas of Conflict

70. International humanitarian law2 provides
protection to civilians including refugees in 
situations of armed conflict. In non-interna-
tional conflicts (i.e. internal armed conflict but
not police operation), all parties to the conflict
are bound by the 1949 Geneva Conventions to
respect all persons not taking an active part in
the hostilities, and in particular:

i. To treat them humanely and without dis-
tinction as to race, religion, sex, birth,
wealth or any other similar criteria;

The authorities of the country of asylum
must be made aware of the fact that they
retain primary responsibility for security
and must ensure the safety and well-being
of refugees. 
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ii. To refrain from violence to life and person;

iii. Not to take hostages;

iv. To respect personal dignity;

v. Not to pass sentences or carry out execu-
tions without due process of law;

vi. To collect and care for the wounded and
sick.

71. The International Committee of the Red
Cross (ICRC) is the agency charged with super-
vising the implementation of international
humanitarian law in situations of armed 
conflict. In most situations of armed conflict or
civil strife, the ICRC offers its services to all 
parties to assist victims and ensure the protec-
tion of civilian populations – including, where
applicable, refugees and other displaced pop-
ulations – as well as detained combatants.

72. UNHCR staff should seek the coopera-
tion of the ICRC, wherever it is present, and
benefit from its expertise in dealing with state
and non-state parties alike in situations of
armed conflict. 

Operations in Areas Controlled by Non-state
Entities 

73. In situations of civil strife or internal
armed conflict, particular difficulties may arise
from the fact that UNHCR’s interlocutors are
not states or regular armed forces answerable
to states, but insurgent groups and other non-
state entities. UNHCR may have no choice but
to deal with these groups as they exercise de
facto control over a refugee population. It will
be important to highlight the impartial, non-
political and humanitarian role of UNHCR and
to exercise public pressure in order to convince
these groups of the importance of adhering to
humanitarian and refugee law. However,
when dealing with these groups, UNHCR
should not imply, through any of its actions or
correspondence, a formal recognition of these
non-state entities by the United Nations.

Forced Recruitment 

74. Another protection issue likely to arise
where refugees find themselves in or near a
conflict zone is that of forcible recruitment of
refugees by one or more parties to the con-
flict. In confronting this issue, UNHCR staff
must remember – and remind the authorities
– that:

i. The civilian character of refugee camps and
settlements must be preserved and respec-
ted in all circumstances. Therefore recruit-
ment of any age group for military and
paramilitary purposes is unacceptable;

ii. Recruitment by force may amount to cruel,
inhuman or degrading treatment, which is
prohibited in all circumstances;

iii. Recruitment and direct participation in
hostilities of minors under 15 years of age
is prohibited, and UNHCR advocates the
non-involvement of all children under 18,
whether they are required to participate
directly in hostilities or to perform support
tasks;

iv. Where refugees are forced or coerced to 
return to their country of origin to fight,
this is tantamount to refoulement, which is
prohibited in all circumstances.

Combatants

75. UNHCR is not competent to intervene on
behalf of combatants. Combatants placed
hors de combat (sick, wounded, shipwrecked
and prisoners of war) are primarily protected
by international humanitarian law, and fall
under the competence of the ICRC.

76. An ex-combatant may qualify as a refu-
gee if a well-founded fear of persecution can
be established, and if there are no serious rea-
sons for considering that the person should be
excluded3.

77. Finally, note that simply because a per-
son is carrying a weapon does not mean that
he/she is a combatant – in some societies,
carrying weapons e.g. knives, is traditional.

Emergencies as a Result of Changes in
Government Policy
78. A special type of protection emergency
can occur as the result of a sudden change, 
for whatever reason, in government policy 
towards persons of concern to UNHCR already
on its territory. Those affected may include
both persons known to UNHCR and recog-
nized as refugees, and others who have 
hitherto neither formally requested asylum
nor made themselves known to UNHCR, but
who may nevertheless fall within the High
Commissioner's competence. 

79. The action to take in protection emer-
gencies of this type will vary greatly in each
case and only very general guidance can be
given. Accurate information, a UNHCR pres-
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ence where needed, and a clear and consis-
tent policy in defence of the rights of the
refugees will always be required. The guide-
lines that follow must be modified as neces-
sary in light of the actual situation. Some of
the considerations discussed in the previous
sections may also be relevant. 

80. UNHCR should immediately try to iden-
tify and if possible establish a list of persons
who are, or may be at risk but were not previ-
ously known to UNHCR staff. This list must be
constantly updated. Sources of information 
include the diplomatic community (some per-
sons may approach or even seek asylum in 
embassies), the ICRC, the national Red Cross or
Red Crescent society, churches and NGOs. Care
should be taken to ensure the confidentiality
of individual cases when establishing contacts
with Embassies. Early identification, and, if
possible registration of, these new cases by
UNHCR can often be a very important source
of protection.

81. UNHCR must maintain (or in the case of
a new régime establish) close and continuing
cooperation with the authorities. If the coun-
try has acceded to the relevant international
instruments, these obligations remain bind-
ing, whatever new policies may be adopted. If
the country is not a party to any of the
refugee instruments, the Statute and universal
instruments must be invoked.

82. The government is, of course, responsi-
ble for the physical security of the refugees.
Every effort must be made to encourage the
government to protect refugees, particularly
during any periods of civil tension. The imme-
diate aim is that refugees should be able to 
remain in safety in their present country of
asylum. Respect of the principle of non-
refoulement is of paramount importance.

83. There may be circumstances in which
movement of the refugees to another country
is necessary as a last resort. Such moves are
quite different from large-scale resettlement
as a durable solution. They may be necessary
either as a result of a direct request from the
government or where no other way of pro-
tecting the refugees exists. Immediate ap-
proaches to potential countries of asylum
must be made at both local, embassy, and
Headquarters levels. Receipt of resettlement
offers may have an important influence on
the government's attitude towards the
refugees. Operational partners must be identi-
fied. In addition to locally-based NGOs, the as-

sistance of the ICRC (for example, with travel
documents) and the International Organiza-
tion for Migration (IOM) may be sought.

84. In extreme and tense situations where
refugees lives were threatened, there were
cases where some form of “safe Haven” for
refugees have been established. However, 
UNHCR’s experience with “safe havens” de-
monstrated that refugees often could not be
provided with adequate protection and con-
tinued to be exposed to high risks. It is there-
fore not recommended to formally establish
“safe havens”.

Other Persons of Concern to UNHCR
85. In addition to refugees as defined by the
relevant international instruments (see para-
graph 7 above), UNHCR has also been empow-
ered to extend protection to the following
categories. Refugees, as well as the categories
of persons described below, are often referred
to as “persons of concern to UNHCR”.

Returnees

86. Returnees are refugees who return 
voluntarily to their country of origin and who
formally cease to be refugees as soon as they
cross the border. UNHCR has been entrusted by
the UN General Assembly to protect and assist
returnees, both during the journey and once
back in the country of origin and to facilitate
finding durable solutions to their problems.

Stateless Persons

87. A stateless person is a person who is not
considered as a national by any country. The
Universal Declaration of Human Rights states
that everyone has a right to a nationality and
no one should be arbitrarily deprived of
his/her nationality or of the right to change
his/her nationality. The main international in-
struments dealing with statelessness are listed
in Annex 1. UNHCR has been designated as
the body which can assist stateless persons in
presenting their claims to appropriate authori-
ties, and in providing technical and advisory
services to states on the preparation and im-
plementation of nationality legislation.

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs).

88. IDPs can be broadly defined as persons
who have been forced to flee their homes
suddenly or unexpectedly in large numbers 
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as a result of armed conflict, internal strife,
systematic violations of human rights or natu-
ral or man-made disasters and who are within
the territory of their country.

Considerations Regarding UNHCR 
Involvement with IDP’s.

89. The main requirements for UNHCR’s in-
volvement with the internally displaced4 are :

i. A specific request from the UN General 
Assembly, the Secretary General or other
competent principle organ of the UN;

ii. The consent of the concerned state or
other relevant entity;

iii. The relevance of UNHCR’s expertise to 
assist, protect and seek solutions for inter-
nally displaced persons in the particular 
situation;

iv. The availability of resources for the activi-
ties in question.

Criteria for Involvement

Certain situations may demonstrate the use-
fulness of UNHCR’s involvement. These are sit-
uations which present a clear link with activi-
ties UNHCR undertakes in fulfillment of its
mandate, for example where internally dis-
placed populations are, or are likely to be,
mixed with returnee populations, or where
the same causes have produced both internal
displacement and a refugee flow, or where
there is a risk of cross-border expansion of the
internal displacement. Where the link with
mandated activities is not present, UNHCR
may consider involvement with IDPs to atten-
uate the causes of internal displacement and
contribute to conflict resolution through hu-
manitarian action.

Measures to Assist IDPs 

Measures to assist IDPs are broadly similar to
those used for refugees. However, by defini-
tion, IDPs remain within their own country,
and it is the national laws of that state which
provide the framework for their protection
and rights, rather than specific international
legal instruments. Universal human rights in-
struments, of course, also apply to IDPs. 

The presence of UNHCR staff and the staff of
other international organizations in the areas
where IDPs have sought safety has proven
helpful in encouraging authorities and parties
to the conflict to respect national laws and
universal human rights.

Durable Solutions
From the outset of an emergency, UNHCR must
bear in mind the ultimate objective of refugee
protection: to help refugees to overcome dis-
placement and achieve a solution whereby 
national protection is re-established and they
will no longer be refugees. 

Voluntary Repatriation

90. Most large scale refugee emergencies
are eventually resolved through the voluntary
repatriation of refugees once the danger they
have fled from has been removed or signifi-
cantly reduced. See chapter 19 on voluntary
repatriation.

Local Settlement

91. Local settlement means assimilation
within the country of asylum. In the case of
prolonged conflicts, refugees often at least
de facto integrate into the host society. It is
important in such situations that they should
have official status in the country of asylum, 
a starting point for which should be recogni-
tion as refugees under the 1951 Convention.

Resettlement

92. Resettlement (meaning assimilation
within another country) should be considered
when refugees cannot repatriate or cannot
settle in the country of first asylum, or are at
risk in their country of refuge. The decision to
resettle is taken when there is no other way to
eliminate the danger to the legal or physical
security of the persons concerned. Resettle-
ment under the auspices of UNHCR is strictly
limited to mandate refugees who have a con-
tinued need for international protection.

Emergency Resettlement

93. Emergency resettlement can be consid-
ered where there is:

i. An immediate threat of refoulement to
the country of origin;  

ii. An immediate threat of expulsion to an-
other country from where the refugee may
be refouled; 

iii. A threat of arbitrary arrest, detention or
imprisonment; 

iv. A threat to physical safety or human rights
in the country of refuge analogous to that
under the refugee definition and render-
ing asylum untenable.
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94. Categories of refugees who can be con-
sidered for emergency resettlement include:
survivors of violence and torture, refugees
with serious medical conditions which cannot
be treated in the country of asylum, women-
at-risk, children and adolescents. Priority 
attention should be given to those refugees
with acute legal and physical protection
needs such as women-at-risk, and unaccom-
panied children for whom a determination
has been made that resettlement is in their
best interests.

Emergency Resettlement Procedures

95. Emergency resettlement must be used
selectively and on the basis of a thorough and
objective assessment of both refugee status
and urgency of removal. Emergency resettle-
ment is undertaken when the immediacy of
security and/or medical threat faced by the
refugee necessitates the person’s removal
from the threatening conditions within a few
days, or even within hours. For the sake of 
simplicity a notional limit of a maximum of
five days is understood.

96. The following information should be
sent to Headquarters immediately:

i. Full name, date of birth, place of birth, sex,
nationality and ethnic origin;

ii. Detailed status determination analysis;

iii. Whether accompanied by family (if so,
size);

iv. Details, as per (i), of each family member to
accompany the candidate;

v. Explanation of the need(s) for resettle-
ment;

vi. Justification for emergency categorization,
and required time-frame for departure;

vii. Whether valid travel documents are held
by all the refugees concerned;

viii. In case of medical emergency: diagnosis,
prognosis, current condition of refugee
(and family members if relevant), and
whether an escort is needed;

ix. Recommendation on countries of resettle-
ment and reasons, including third country
links.

97. Detailed data in a duly completed Reset-
tlement Registration Form (RRF) with support-
ing documentation must follow as soon as
possible.

98. The RRF can be obtained from the Reset-
tlement and Special Cases Section at Head-
quarters. This is the section of the Division of
International Protection that is responsible for
processing emergency submissions. In addition,
the Section helps coordinate and support 
the resettlement of difficult protection and
special needs cases. It should be contacted for
advice.

99. Additional information may be found in
the UNHCR Resettlement Handbook.
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1951 Statute

1951 Convention
1967 Protocol

OAU Convention

i. Cartagena 
Declaration

ii. St. Jose 
Convention

Excom Conclusions

The UN Charter

Universal Declaration
of Human Rights

Convention Relating
to the Status of
Stateless Persons

Convention on the
Reduction of State-
lessness

Statute of the Office of the United Na-
tions High Commissioner for Refugees.

1951 Convention Relating to the Sta-
tus of Refugees, and 1967 Protocol Re-
lating to the Status of Refugees.

OAU Convention governing the spe-
cific aspects of refugee problems in
Africa (Organization of African Unity,
Addis Ababa, 1969).

i. Cartagena Declaration on Refugees,
1984. 

ii. American Convention on Human
Rights, “Pact of San Jose, Costa Rica”,
1969.

Various conclusions on international
protection adopted by UNHCR’s Execu-
tive Committee.

The Charter of the United Nations,
1945.

Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
1948.

Convention Relating to the Status of
Stateless Persons, 1954.

Convention on the Reduction of State-
lessness, 1961.

The Statute of the High Commissio-
ner’s office, adopted by General As-
sembly Resolution 428 (V) of 14 De-
cember 1950. This sets out UNHCR’s
function and responsibility to provide
international protection and to seek
permanent solutions to the problem of
refugees. It serves as UNHCR’s constitu-
tion and includes a definition of per-
sons who are of concern to the H.C.
The mandate has been modified over
time through subsequent General As-
sembly and ECOSOC resolutions.

An international treaty which is bind-
ing upon the signatory states. It sets
out the responsibilities of states which
are parties to the Convention vis-à-vis
refugees on their territories, and sets
out the obligations of the refugees.

A regional complement to the 1951
Convention and 1967 Protocol. It con-
tains an expanded refugee definition
as well as provisions on safe and
peaceful asylum, burden-sharing and
voluntary repatriation.

Non binding declarations which have
greatly influenced regional policies on
refugees and asylum seekers, and con-
tain an expanded refugee definition.

Contain important guidance to States
and UNHCR.

Places certain general obligations on
member states of the United Nations
of particular relevance to UNHCR’s in-
ternational protection function.

Universal instrument setting out the
basic human rights of all persons, in-
cluding refugees.

Grants a recognized status to stateless
persons who are lawful and habitual
residents. Similar to the 1951 Conven-
tion Relating to the Status of Refu-
gees.

Contains measures to ensure that per-
sons do not become stateless.

Annex 1 – International Instruments Concerning Refugees and Related Instruments

International Instruments Concerning Refugees

Short Name Full Name Description

Related Instruments



Pr
o

te
ct

io
n

2

25

Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights

Convention Against
Torture

Convention Relating
to the Rights of the
Child

Geneva Conventions 
and additional 
protocols

Declaration on 
Territorial Asylum

Final Act of the
United Nations Con-
ference on the Status
of Stateless Persons,
1954

International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights 1966.

Convention Against Torture and Other
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treat-
ment or Punishment 1984.

Convention Relating to the Rights of
the Child, 1989.

Geneva Convention Relating to the
Protection of Civilian Persons in Time
of War (Geneva, 1949).

United Nations Declaration on Territo-
rial Asylum, 1967.

United Nations Conference on the Sta-
tus of Stateless Persons.

Obliges states which are parties to the
Covenant to respect and ensure the
rights set out in the Covenant to all in-
dividuals (within the state’s territory
and jurisdiction), without distinction
such as race, colour, sex, language, reli-
gion, political or other opinion, natio-
nal or social origin, property, birth or
other status.

Includes the principle of non-refoule-
ment.

A comprehensive code of rights for all
children (defined as 18 years or under).

Covers the treatment of civilians in
time of war, including refugees.

Includes the principle of non-refoule-
ment.

Includes the principle of non-refoule-
ment.


