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 Thank you for inviting UNHCR to participate in this workshop, the second in the series 
being organized in the framework of the Durable Solutions in Practice project. 
 

We commend Fedasil, CGRA and COA for this initiative, and appreciate the support shown 
by the European Commission in funding this project. We are especially pleased that Belgium, the 
Czech Republic and Romania -- countries which do not yet have resettlement programmes -- have 
been such active project partners.  
 
 We are delighted that there is renewed interest in resettlement at the EU level, and 
particularly grateful to the Netherlands for their leadership on resettlement. Indeed, the Netherlands’  
State Secretary for Justice Mrs. Albayrak is leading a delegation to Thailand this week, including 
Belgium and Luxembourg, to witness resettlement selection in action. 
 
 UNHCR has been very much engaged in this project. My colleague, Gert Westerveen, 
Regional Representative Assistant, spoke at the introductory conference in the Netherlands, in June 
2007, and looks forward to participating in tomorrow’s session. UNHCR’s Director of 
Resettlement, Vincent Cochetel, addressed the first workshop in Prague, in January 2008, and will 
speak at the closing workshop in Bucharest in early May. UNHCR colleagues in Thailand, Kenya 
and Jordan have had the pleasure of welcoming officials from all four participating countries on 
field visits, to see resettlement in action. 
 
 First of all, let me say that although there is renewed interest in resettlement, resettlement 
itself is of course not new.  When UNHCR was established in 1951 by the UN General Assembly, it 
was first and foremost to help with the resettlement of refugees and others displaced by the Second 
World War who had not yet found a durable solution. UNHCR’s Statute, which dates from 1950, 
says explicitly that UNHCR will help governments to find permanent solutions to refugee problems 
including through their “assimilation within new national communities” . This meant resettlement, 
although the vocabulary was a bit different at that time. Today, we would speak about integration, 
rather than assimilation. 
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 From 1951 through the 1980s, there was very extensive use of resettlement. Indeed, many 
European countries participated in refugee resettlement, along with the so-called ‘ traditional’  
resettlement countries – Australia, Canada and the USA. Some of the major resettlement 
programmes, in which many European countries participated, are certainly known to you, for 
instance: 
 

·  After the Soviet invasion of Hungary in 1956, large numbers of Hungarian refugees fled into 
Austria and Yugoslavia and from there were resettled to many European countries as well as to 
North America and Australia; 
 

·  In 1972, when the Ugandan dictator Idi Amin expelled Uganda’s entire Asian population, 
they were resettled not only by Britain but by other European countries as well; 
 

·  In 1973, when Chile’s President Salvador Allende was overthrown, many countries 
participated in an international resettlement effort, to rescue political prisoners. The resettlement 
countries included many in Europe – Western European countries as well as some in Eastern 
Europe, including Bulgaria, Romania, East Germany and Yugoslavia; 
 

·  Over a period of twenty years, from the 1970s to the 1990s, two million Vietnamese, 
Laotians and Cambodians were resettled to nearly two dozen different countries, including many in 
Europe. During this period, for instance, Belgium resettled more than 7,000 Indochinese refugees, 
the Netherlands more than 12,000, France around 120,000; 
 

·  After the first Gulf War ended in 1991, a number of European countries participated in the 
resettlement of Iraqi refugees who fled into Saudi Arabia and were confined to Rafha camp. 
Ultimately, more than 25,000 Iraqi refugees were resettled from Rafha camp, primarily to the USA 
(16,000), but also to Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the Nordic countries and the Netherlands; 
 

·  And of course, during the wars in the Former Yugoslavia, many refugees – Croatian Serbs, 
Bosnian Muslims, Kosovo Albanians and others – were resettled, including to European countries. 
 
 All of this to say that resettlement is not new in Europe. But resettlement in Europe did 
diminish during the 1990s, as the number of spontaneously arriving asylum-seekers rose, and with 
the resolution of the Vietnamese boat people crisis and the repatriation from Thailand of the 
remaining Cambodian refugees. Now, we are engaged together in an effort to revive interest in 
resettlement and to involve more countries in resettling refugees. 
 
 Where do we stand? 
 
 First of all, we face a significant gap between estimated resettlement needs, UNHCR’s 
capacity to make resettlement submissions, and the places available in resettlement countries. 
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 Of course, any effort to quantify resettlement needs is to a certain extent artificial, as there 
are obviously more refugees in need than there are resettlement places available. However, based on 
UNHCR’s priorities for resettlement, we believe that at least 154,700 refugees under our care are in 
need of resettlement this year. This is based on our hierarchy of resettlement criteria, taking quite a 
restrictive approach to their application: 
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 At the same time, assuming resettlement countries continue to require detailed preparation 
of submissions from UNHCR, we have to be realistic and note that we do not have the capacity to 
prepare individual submissions for all those we have identified as being in need. 
 

UNHCR Needs/Capacity 2008UNHCR Needs/Capacity 2008
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Nor are there enough resettlement places available.  
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We can count about 101,900 places theoretically available. Fully 70,000 of these are offered 

by the United States, which has increased its target from 50,000 in fiscal year 2007 to 70,000 in 
fiscal year 2008. In FY 2007, the US resettled 48,000 refugees – in itself a large number, but only 
one fifth of the number resettled in 1980 – 200,000. 
 
 However, these 70,000 places will not necessarily all be filled and are not necessarily all 
available to refugees identified by UNHCR. The United States uses some of its places for persons it 
identifies as refugees by itself or with other partners (in particular for its ongoing programmes for 
resettlement directly out of Cuba, Russia, Ukraine, or Vietnam, which in the last fiscal year 
accounted for nearly 20% of all resettlement admissions). 
 
 Similarly, the Canadian programme includes up to 4,500 places for privately sponsored 
refugees, who may or may not be persons known to or identified by UNHCR. 
 
 The places currently available in European countries account for just 5% of all places 
available: 
 

 

European Resettlement European Resettlement 
Programmes Programmes –– 20082008

5,610Europe total:

1200Norway

30Iceland

4380EU total:

1,900Sweden

30Portugal

500Netherlands

200Ireland

500Great Britain

750Finland

500Denmark

placesCountry

 
 
 
The following map shows the current relationship of Europe to refugee resettlement. 
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The green countries are currently engaged in resettling refugees on a formal basis, that is, 
with established programmes [Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, 
Portugal, Sweden and the U.K]. The orange countries sometimes resettle refugees on an ad hoc 
basis or in the context of family reunion but do not yet have formal programmes [Belgium, the 
Czech Republic, France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Switzerland].  The two yellow countries [Austria 
and Romania] are current or potential countries of transit processing. UNHCR and Romania are in 
the final stages of negotiation for the establishment of an evacuation transit facility for emergency 
resettlement processing. This would be a facility to which refugees in need of resettlement can be 
transferred for processing by countries of resettlement, when the refugees cannot safely remain 
where they are or when that country will not permit resettlement processing to take place.  In 
Austria, the United States completes resettlement processing of religious minorities from Iran. The 
pink countries are countries from which resettlement takes place – that is, countries where UNHCR 
still makes resettlement referrals: Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, Russian Federation, 
Turkey, Ukraine, occasionally from countries in the Balkans, and Malta, in the framework of efforts 
to relieve the particular pressures on Malta. There are also occasional resettlement referrals from 
Cyprus. 
 
 As we continue our work to encourage more resettlement in the European Union, it is 
important to recall that UNHCR considers resettlement as a complement to asylum systems, and not 
a substitute for them. We hope that resettlement will be presented as part of each country’s refugee 
policy: a way of offering protection and durable solutions, while showing solidarity with other 
countries. 
 
 Finding enough resettlement places is not the only challenge. I would like to mention four 
others: matching resettlement countries’  interests with resettlement needs; managing pull factors 
and refugees’  expectations; managing camps where large scale resettlement is taking place; and  -- 
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the one where you have the greatest role to play -- mobilizing public support for resettlement and 
promoting integration of resettled refugees. 
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 Let me say something about each of these. First, there is the challenge of matching 
resettlement countries’  interests with resettlement needs. The following table shows the number of 
resettlement departures in 2007 by country of origin of the refugees. 
 

2007 Resettlement Departures: 2007 Resettlement Departures: 
Country of originCountry of origin

Country of Origin Departures
Myanmar 20,255
Burundi 6,142
Somalia 5,881

Iraq 3,754
Congo - RDC 2,421
Afghanistan 1,983

Iran 1,684
Eritrea 1,343
Sudan 1,226

Ethiopia 1,173
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The following chart shows resettlement departures last year by country of asylum. It 

illustrates the particular challenge we have faced with regard to resettlement of refugees from Iraq – 
the single biggest group for whom we are seeking resettlement places. 
 

2007 Resettlement Departures: 2007 Resettlement Departures: 
Country of asylumCountry of asylum

Country of Asylum Departures
Thailand 14,610
Kenya 6,507

Tanzania 6,122
Malaysia 5,597
Turkey 2,667
Jordan 1,588

Ethiopia 1,456
Syria 1,009
Iran 833

Uganda 659
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 This is linked with the challenge of managing expectations in the refugee community. In 
Syria and Jordan, UNHCR has documented over 21,000 refugees and submitted resettlement 
applications on their behalf. Last year, just 3,158 Iraqis left Syria or Jordan for resettlement. This 
gap is bound to create increasing frustrations.  
 
 At the same time, in locations where large scale resettlement is taking place, such as in the 
Burmese refugee camps in Thailand, there is the challenge of trying to make sure that resettlement 
does not become a pull factor – that it does not encourage more people to leave their country of 
origin in the hope of being resettled, and that it does not encourage asylum countries to seek out 
refugees and place them in camps.  
 
 When large numbers of refugees are leaving for resettlement, this can have a detrimental 
effect on the refugee community and life in the camp. This is the situation we are currently trying to 
manage in some of the camps in Thailand, where refugees who play an important role, as health 
care workers, or teachers – are departing for resettlement on short notice and there are not 
necessarily others who can step into these important positions. This will also be an issue as large-
scale resettlement of Bhutanese refugees begins from the camps in Nepal. 
 
 Finally, there is the challenge for which we need your engagement, namely supporting the 
integration of resettled refugees and generating public support for resettlement. As we discourage 
governments from selecting refugees for resettlement based on their potential for integration, we 
must have systems in place to support resettled refugees who do not necessarily have the skills to 
become rapidly self-sufficient. We need to promote public understanding of what resettlement is, in 
order to mobilize support for it.   
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 The understanding in the EU of what resettlement is has improved over the past year. It is 
more widely accepted that resettlement is a tool of protection, a durable solution, and a sign of 
international solidarity. More countries are interested in resettlement – though we were disappointed 
to see that the creation of a resettlement programme was not included in the programme of the new 
Belgian government, even though a new Ministerial position responsible solely for asylum and 
migration was established. We will need to redouble our efforts for the establishment of a 
resettlement programme in Belgium, and count on you to help. 
 
 To conclude, let me repeat how much we appreciate the initiative of COA, Fedasil, GCRA 
and the other partners in this project, and the support of the European Commission. We hope that all 
of this interest will very soon translate concretely into more engagement of European countries in 
refugee resettlement.  
 
 

Thank you for your attention, and I wish you a productive workshop. 
 


