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= === United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
Haut Commissariat des Nations Unies pour les réfugiés

Check against deliven,

Remarks by Anténio Guterres,
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

142" ministerial meeting of the Council of the League of Arab States

Cairo, 7 September 2014

Mr. Chairman,
Excellencies,

Thank you for the opportunity to be here with you today.

I last had the honor to address this distinguished Council seven years ago. I wish the world
had become a more peaceful place since then, but we all know it has not. The number of
people displaced by conflict and persecution worldwide every single day has risen from
14,000 in 2011 to 23,000 in 2012 and 32,000 last year. This exponential increase in needs is
severely testing the humanitarian response capacity, and available funding has become
clearly insufficient.

Syria and Iraq are the most challenging displacement crises confronting today’s world, and I
will focus my remarks on these two emergencies.

UNHCR has registered 3 million Syrian refugees in a little over three vears. Another 6.5
million are internally displaced. The same Syrians who, just a few years ago, generously
hosted the second-highest number of refugees worldwide, have now themselves become the
world’s largest refugee population after the Palestinians.

In close cooperation with the neighbouring countries, UNHCR coordinates the international
humanitarian community’s response to the refugee crisis. In 2014, 155 UN and non-UN
partners have requested 3.7 billion dollars to assist Syrian refugees and host communities.
But less than half of that — some 1.7 billion dollars — has been received so far.

My Office is also closely involved in the inter-agency assistance to internally displaced
people inside Syria. Through a combination of cross-line and cross-border operations, we
have reached over 3.1 million people so far in 2014, both in government and opposition-
controlled areas.

Syria’s neighbours — Lebanon, Jordan, Turkey, Iraq and Egypt — have been extremely
generous hosts to the refugees, notwithstanding the dramatic conseanences for their
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economies and societies, let alone the impact of the conflict on their security. As fighting
drags on, host communities are heavily affected across the region, and refugees are becoming
increasingly vulnerable.

In Lebanon, where over 1.1 million registered Syrian refugees account for more than a
quarter of the population, the pressure on overstretched host communities has become
unbearable. The situation is similar in Jordan, where Syrian refugees also represent a huge
portion of the total population. In both countries, public infrastructure, schools and hospitals
are overwhelmed, and governments have to spend additional millions in public subsidies for
food, fuel, water and electricity.

But the refugee influx not only affects the governments, it also has an enormous impact on
the lives of host communities and families. High unemployment, shrinking salaries and rising
prices leave many ordinary Lebanese and Jordanians struggling to make ends meet.

Turkey of course has more resources, but as the number of registered Syrians there now
stands at 830,000, the impact of their presence is far from negligible. The Turkish
government has spent over 3.5 billion dollars of its own budget on assisting the refugees. And
here in Egypt, there are already 140,000 registered Syrian refugees.

Recently, the most dramatic impact of the Syria crisis has been on Iraq, to the extent that it is
now difficult to distinguish the two crises. Iraq’s main challenge is no longer just the fact that
the Kurdistan region hosts 215,000 Syrian refugees with similar consequences as in Lebanon
and Jordan. The major concern now is that the conflict itself has spilled over into Iraq. 1.8
million Iraqis have become internally displaced as a result of this year’s events, and
neighbouring countries have already registered more than 91,000 new Iraqi refugees.

But the spillover effects are not limited to Iraq. They also pose dramatic security threats to
Lebanon, and even Jordan and Turkey are not immune. There is a growing awareness that
with the large number of foreign fighters now active in Syria and Iragq, this is not only the
worst humanitarian crisis of our times, but it has become the most serious threat to global
peace and security.

Excellencies,

The generosity and support host countries provide to neighbours in need is a clear illustration
of the deep roots that anchor the basic principles of refugee protection both in the values
prevailing in the Arabian peninsula before Islam, and in Islamic tradition and law. In fact,
there is hardly anything in the 1951 Refugee Convention that did not already exist in Islamic
law from the very beginning — from the principle of non-refoulement to the civilian and
humanitarian character of asylum. Everything is in the Holy Qur’an and the Hadith of the
Prophet (PBUH).
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Asylum in Islam goes beyond an act of mercy, creating a contractual relationship between the
asylum-seeker and the provider of asylum. This is a remarkably "modem" view and a
humanistic and human rights-minded approach. It proves wrong the often expressed opinion
that asylum is a “western” invention and fully contradicts the islamophobic campaigns we see
around the world today.

But to help host countries cope, their generosity needs to be matched by much stronger
international support, in a true spirit of effective burden-sharing.

This also means that borders beyond the region must be open for fleeing Syrians. It breaks
my heart to see asylum-seekers drowning in the Mediterranean because they had no other
way to try and reach safety. UNHCR has been insisting on the need to create more legal
avenues for Syrians to enter Europe — through resettlement and humanitarian admission,
family reunification or more flexible visa policies.

I am deeply grateful for the important contributions of other Arab states to these refugee
crises. I welcome the fact that a growing portion of Arab solidarity is being channelled
through multilateral organizations, in addition to remarkable efforts in bilateral assistance and
national charities. This gives Arab donors a stronger voice in the international humanitarian
community.

Kuwait has been the key pillar, hosting major donor conferences and generously supporting
international and national humanitarian actors working in the Syria response. Saudi Arabia
recently provided a significant donation to the international humanitarian operation in Iraq.
All GCC countries have supported Syrian refugees, and there have been contributions from as
far away as Morocco and Algeria.

It is my belief that the Arab League can play an even more important role in promoting these
growing partnerships.

Excellencies,

The refugee situations under UNHCR’s mandate pale in comparison to the desperate situation
of the Palestinians, the largest protracted refugee situation in the world. While assistance to
Palestinians in Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and the occupied territories is the responsibility of our
sister agency UNRWA, we support them in other countries.

['want to pay tribute here to the difficult and lifesaving work of UNRWA, both in relation to
Palestinians displaced from Syria and recently during the tragedy in Gaza. It was devastating
to me to see Palestinian refugees in Syria being forced to flee for the second time. But even
worse, in addition to the terrible loss of life and the tens of thousands of people displaced, it
was shocking that Gaza’s inhabitants could not even flee to seek safety from the recent
conflict. No one wants to be a refugee. But for the people of Gaza, not even that was an
option.
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Mr. Chairman,

UNHCR deeply values its partnership with the League of Arab States, which has long shown
its strong commitment to a protection agenda. Your role in advocacy for borders to be kept
open for people seeking protection is precious. We also fully support the League’s draft
convention on refugees, another step in the right direction.

As conflicts continue to multiply, it must be clear that there are no humanitarian answers. The
solutions must be political. Achieving them requires not only the strong involvement of the
Arab League, but indeed that of the whole international community, under the condition that

it acts without double standards or conflicting strategies.

Thank you very much.
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Speech by HE Mr Pierre Krahenbiihl, Commissioner General of UNRWA, to be delivered to the Council of Foreign
Ministers of the League of Arab States, 7 September 2014

Mr Chairman, Secretary General, Your Highnesses, Excellencies,

I am most grateful for this opportunity to address the Council.

For seven long weeks - from 7 July to 26 August - the population of Gaza was exposed to a widespread and brutal
conflict. Thousands of civilians were killed and injured. Nearly half a million peaple were displaced and the level of
physical destruction of homes and infrastructure goes beyond anything seen in recent years.

While the weapons have now fallen silent, the people of Gaza are only just beginning to emerge from the deep

shock that they experienced during this war. It is a shock resulting from the death and devastation around them
and caused by the profound sense - expressed so many times as the conflict was unfolding - that the world had

abandoned them and had failed to protect them.

The tragic conflict in Gaza was also a formidable human challenge for and pressure on my agency, UNRWA. Around
70 per cent of Gaza's inhabitants are Palestine refugees and, as many Gazans will tell you, UNRWA is in several
ways the backbone of the Strip in terms of delivering health, education and emergency services. Qur own staff,
12,500 of them, are almost all from Gaza themselves. And they suffered just as other inhabitants did. I visited Gaza
three times myself while the war was ongoing and met most of the families of the 12 UNRWA staff who were
killed.

Our overriding concern during the conflict was to provide a form of safe haven for the thousands who fled in fear
from their homes. | wish here to pay tribute to the achievements of my colleagues in this regard - at one time
assisting almost 300,000 in 90 of our installation in the middle of a war zone. But on seven separate occasions,
UNRWA schools used as shelters were hit by shelling or other munitions, and dozens were killed, including children
as they slept next to their parents on the floors of our classrooms. We stood up and said this was an affront to all
of us, a source of universal shame. Nothing justified or could imaginably justify Israel’s shelling of UN premises
being used as civilian shelters, all of which has repeatedly been duly notified precisely to ensure that they would
be preserved.

We called for accountability and today | reiterate that call for investigations into these very serious incidents. This
must not be forgotten as attention turns understandably to other issues now that the fighting has stopped.

Those other issues however are pressing. Foremost amang them is the need to provide the most vulnerable
among the survivors with food and sheliter. Some thirty of our schools are still being used as temporary
accommodation for over 55,000 displaced people who have no homes to return to.

The conflict this time was five times worse than the already terrible one of 2009, in terms of the number of
displaced and houses damaged. UNRWA is at the forefront of the effort to rehabilitate Gaza and re-kindle its life.
Besides sheltering for many months to come the homeless we shall be repairing thousands of houses and dozens
of our own schools and other facilities, we shall give cash support to thousands of families to help them find their
feet, we shall provide counseling to traumatized individuals, including many children, we shall provide
employment opportunities and we shall help to restore some of the infrastructure like water systems.

To do this we need two things. First we need to able to bring essential building materials into Gaza. If we go back
to the situation before the conflict when Israel was effectively blocking most construction we shall be able to
achieve little. And the seeds of destruction will be sown yet again. It is therefore inconceivable that the current
ceasefire - as important and vital as it is - would be the only outcome after this deadly conflict and that the
situation would be allowed to return to the preexisting conditions under the blockade, which has rendered
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conditiens in Gaza untenable and unlivable. The blockade is illegal under international law and must be lifted, and
rocket attacks on Israel must cease.

The second thing we need is funds. UNRWA is working with other parties involved — other UN actors, the unity
government —to work out a long term plan for Gaza recovery and reconstruction. It goes without saying that a
heavy responsibility will fall on the international community, particularly Arab countries, to shoulder this burden.
For without strong financial support, not only will the already severe suffering of many thousands continue, but it
will be impossible to restore any semblance of healthy economic life, and thus human security and stability, to
Gaza.

Let me be clear, however. There is a crying need for financial support now, today. Longer term reconstruction must
be addressed but will depend on the outcome of negotiations on access for building materials. My main message
to you today is please do not wait for weeks before providing support. UNRWA needs $47 million in the next four
weeks to help make conditions just about bearable in Gaza pending fully fledged reconstruction. With funds, now,
immediately, we can facilitate minor repairs like new doors and windows for hundreds of houses before the
winter. With funds now we can give cash to thousands of homeless in order to rent temporary rooms, and to
others to buy essentials to find again their feet.

Secretary General, when you and | first discussed my attendance here earlier this year we envisaged that | would
be speaking about UNRWA'’s role and its needs not just in Gaza but in each of its five fields:

In the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, where we struggle to protect against the impact on livelihoods of the
West Bank Barrier and other restrictions of movement, settlement expansion, forced displacement, house
demalitions and other manifestations of the occupation.

In Lebanon, where many refugees still live in squalid overcrowded camps and where UNRWA is rebuilding an
entire camp to accommaodate 22,000 people at Nahr El Bared which will contribute to stability in North Lebanon,
provided we have the funds to complete it.

In Syria, where the conflict has forced over half the 540,000 Palestinians in the country to flee their homes and
where we shelter about 8,000 every day in our schools in Damascus alone, many of them from Yarmouk.

And in Jordan, a relative oasis of calm but where UNRWA provides education to about 116,000 children including
many who have fled from Syria.

UNRWA can only carry out these tasks if it has the funds to do so. We depend almost entirely on voluntary
contributions. Secretary General, you kindly co-chaired a meeting with Mr. Ban Ki-Moon in New York a year ago
which generated a renewal of the commitment of Arab governments to aim at providing 7.8 % of UNRWA’s annual
programme budget, which is equivalent to about $50 million. | have to say that performance at 3% still falls well
short of this target. | urge your members to give more generously to allow UNRWA to continue its vital work.

| am well aware that several of them already give generously for refugee housing, new schools and clinics and
emergency relief. We are grateful for that. But our programme costs — the money to keep our 710 schools, 138
health centres and 40 food distribution centres running — exceed our ability to pay, so that we face a deficit of $50
million this year, even after imposing severe austerity measures. | cannot overstate the precarious state of
UNRWA's finances.

Finally | want to return to Gaza. In exactly one week from today the schools will reopen, a remarkable achievement
so soon after the end of the conflict. We aim to open 252 schools in 132 school buildings educating nearly a
quarter of a million children, many of them deeply traumatized, but who will be happy to see their friends after
the war. | wish | could take you all there so you could see for yourselves both the laughter and the tears. | am sure
you all agree that nothing is more important than the education of the next generation and of nowhere is that
more true than in Gaza today.
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As I have stated repeatedly during the war, Palestinians are not statistics. They are men, women and children with
hopes and expectations similar to those of people everywhere else in the world. Fundamentally, it is time for a
change of paradigm in Gaza and in the West Bank. It is time to address the underlying causes of conflict and
occupation and to provide freedom to move, to trade and to work. In the meantime, | urge you to renew and
strengthen your support to UNRWA so that we can give these children and their families a decent life and the basis
for a dignified future.

Thank you.
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