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Mr. Chairman,

We remain deeply concerned about the ongoing offensive against the ethnic civilians in eastern Burma. The government troops (SPDC) have destroyed more than 200 villages in northern Karen State and eastern Pegu Division where over 27,000 people are reported to have been displaced during 2006. Some of these displaced individuals manage to reach safety in refugee camps in Thailand, but the vast majority remains in hiding, living in perpetual fear of the military and exposed to landmines, malnutrition, diseases, and the elements. Livelihoods are severely stressed and coping strategies are being exhausted. According to community-based organisations’ reports, over 40 SPDC battalions have been searching for settlements and destroying civilian means of survival in the four townships in eastern Burma during the past six months alone. The attacks resulted in at least 39 villagers being summarily executed and fear driving approximately 55,000 people to hide in the jungle surrounding their former villages.    

It is well-known that most new refugees arriving in Thailand have previously been internally displaced in Burma. Field surveys conducted by NGOs during 2006 estimated that at least half a million people are currently internally displaced in eastern Burma alone. This number includes approximately 287,000 people in the temporary settlements of ceasefire areas administered by ethnic nationalities; some 95,000 civilians hiding from the SPDC in areas most affected by humanitarian atrocities; and approximately 118,000 villagers who have obeyed SPDC eviction orders and moved into designated relocation sites. We call on the international community to apply further pressure on the Burmese military government to stop the offensive against the civilian population in eastern Burma and allow humanitarian access to international actors, including UNHCR and NGOs to these regions. Furthermore, the NGO community would be very interested in learning more about UNHCR’s response to IDPs in Burma.

Mr. Chairman, 

While the accurate population figures are hard to estimate, it is believed that some 160,000 recognised Burmese refugees still reside in camps in Thailand, in addition to 200,000 mostly Shan refugees (who are not recognised by the Royal Thai Government (RTG)) and an estimated 2,000,000 migrant workers (80% of whom are believed to be Burmese). These figures are likely to continue to increase with the on-going SPDC offensive and may result in changes in the official RTG policy towards refugees. 

We commend the Royal Thai government for its flexibility shown towards the promotion of refugee rights. In particular, the development and implementation of income generating activities projects outside of the camps for Burmese refugees and their efforts to make the education opportunities reachable by refugees are all welcome developments. We are encouraged by UNHCR’s Strengthening Protection Capacity Project in Thailand, especially its unique civil society outreach component to business, labour, and faith constituencies for refugee rights and encourage the Standing Committee to support its robust extension. This is important in order to undergird further policy development toward refugees’ rights to work, freedom of movement, and choice of residence.

We are, however, deeply concerned about the reported attempts by the RTG to forcibly repatriate 152 recognised Lao Hmong refugees from Thailand as a result of a recently negotiated MOU – Deportation Agreement between Thailand and Laos. This MOU/Agreement reportedly included bilateral action aiming for the repatriation of Lao Hmong people from Thailand and has resulted in the forcible return of at least 16 Lao Hmong whose needs for international protection had not been ascertained prior to deportation. Since then, their whereabouts and well-being inside Laos is unknown. International organisations, such as UNHCR, must be granted access to Hmong asylum-seekers in Thailand to ensure that those who have fled Laos for a well-founded fear of persecution are extended international protection. Such access must extend to other groups of Hmong refugees in Thailand, including those at the White Water Settlement in Petchabun and in the provincial detention facilities where new refugee arrivals are kept. We urge immediate action on this emerging humanitarian crisis. We furthermore call on States to continue to engage in multilateral dialogue to seek a comprehensive solution for this caseload, including resettlement to third countries. We further wish to commend the four States that generously offered resettlement to the above-mentioned caseload for their intervention and use of resettlement as a tool of protection in concrete terms. This, in turn, underscores the importance for the Thai authorities to provide access to recognised refugees in detention and elsewhere. 

We are also concerned for the welfare of the Burmese Rohingya refugees, who are being apprehended in increasing numbers while attempting to enter Thailand by boat from Bangladesh and Burma (reportedly on their way overland to Malaysia). Reports from the field indicate Rohingya arriving this way have faced immediate detention and deportation to Burma including recognised refugees and persons at risk of persecution in Burma. We call on States to work with the RTG to cease the automatic deportation of this vulnerable group and to allow them to remain in Thailand until an appropriate durable solution can be found. Additionally we call on RTG to allow access for UNHCR to conduct the RSD with this group. In calling your attention to the ongoing plight of Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh and the more recent arrivals in Thailand, we note that a number of those leaving Bangladesh by boat have already been recognised as refugees by UNHCR.  

Mr. Chairman,

The NGO community applauds UNHCR’s work with the Malaysian government on guidelines to improve the protection of refugees and asylum-seekers in Malaysia, mainly from Burma and Indonesia, including women and children. Among other things, such guidelines should be clear about basic international standards prohibiting the arrest, detention, or deportation of refugees and asylum-seekers without cause or due process. We do, however, condemn Malaysia’s refoulement of at least 30 refugees and asylum-seekers to Burma, which occurred with the cooperation of Thai immigration officials. Malaysia’s public announcement that it would forcibly return any asylum-seekers fleeing the violence in southern Thailand was also deeply troubling. We are concerned with the continued raids by Malaysia’s immigration forces and their volunteer auxiliary, RELA, in which refugees and asylum-seekers are frequently killed or injured (there were at least six documented deaths in January and February of 2006 alone). Malaysia detains those arrested in such raids under inhumane conditions and subjects them to caning as punishment for illegal entry into the country. We call on Malaysia to recognise the protection needs of all refugees and asylum-seekers on its territory.  The IMM13 work permits it issued to Acehenese refugees in 2005 could serve as a model of refugee protection, but Malaysia needs to expand this approach to all refugee groups.

We welcome the re-registration exercise that UNHCR is conducting with the Government of Nepal for the Bhutanese refugees living in eastern Nepal. As soon as the re-registration is completed, we urge UNHCR to move forward with interested resettlement countries to begin processing refugees who are interested in being considered for third country resettlement. In light of rising anxiety and tensions in the camps, we urge UNHCR to engage with NGO partners as quickly as possible to provide objective information to the Bhutanese refugees in Nepal on all durable solutions, particularly on the terms and conditions and prospects for all three solutions at the present time. We urge countries of resettlement to announce the number of Bhutanese refugees they are prepared to resettle and the terms and conditions of resettlement in their respective countries.

We welcome the U.S. offer to resettle up to 60,000 Bhutanese refugees and urge the United States and other resettlement countries to use the prospect of significant resettlement to redouble efforts to persuade the Royal Government of Bhutan of its obligation to allow repatriation of those refugees who choose to return in conditions of safety and dignity with the restoration of their basic rights and property. It is also imperative that UNHCR is involved in facilitating and monitoring refugee repatriation to Bhutan. At the same time, we urge the Government of Nepal to expedite exit permits for refugees who have been accepted for third country resettlement and to facilitate the realisation of durable solutions for all refugees in Nepal. In this regard, we also urge Nepal to announce its willingness to naturalise and integrate any Bhutanese refugees who are unable or unwilling to resettle to third countries or to return to Bhutan.      

Bangladesh has adopted an inhospitable attitude toward Rohingya refugees, confining the small number they recognise (about 20,000) to abysmal camps and the remainder (about 100,000) to an underground existence with no legal opportunities to earn livelihoods. While we applaud the efforts on the part of UNHCR to work with donors through recent meetings in Dhaka and Geneva, we urge Standing Committee members to engage in more diplomatic initiatives to persuade Bangladesh to ease up on its restrictions and donors to make a standing offer to help Bangladesh undertake approaches to refugee hosting that preserve dignity even while awaiting durable solutions.

We are concerned about the situation of a small number of Mandean and other Iraqis who have been in Indonesia for several years. Although these refugees were not granted status by UNHCR at an earlier time, given the current situation in Iraq and the recognition that ethnic and religious minorities are among the most vulnerable Iraqi refugees, we urge UNHCR to reconsider the claims of these refugees.

Mr. Chairman, 

UNHCR should be commended for expanding its resettlement referral program to include Afghan and Burmese Chin refugees in India (Delhi). As a new UNHCR country director is chosen for this post, we wish to see the momentum now achieved maintained during this transition, so that resettlement for these vulnerable groups remains a priority. Of particular concern are groups in India to which UNHCR has not yet achieved access including the Chin in Mizoram and Manipur, for which no durable solution is now available.  We wish to express further concern that in the absence of any domestic legislation for the recognition and protection of refugees generally in India, UNHCR can only conduct the refugee status determination for those refugees and asylum-seekers who manage to reach New Delhi. Those still close to the Burmese border, remain at the mercy of Indian Border Security forces and are often detained and deported without assessment of their protection needs. 

The NGO community remains very concerned about the situation of the estimated 30,000 to 100,000 North Korean refugees in China. Over the last few years, reports have reflected increasing levels of harassment and forced return of this population. As a direct result, fewer North Koreans remain in China and are forced to resort to the use of traffickers and other means in attempts to flee to Thailand and other countries in the region. Those remaining in China fear for their lives and often live underground. Yet, the Chinese government continues to refuse UNHCR access to the North Korean refugee population. 
 

We urge ExCom member States to support UNHCR by raising these concerns at the highest levels of government, particularly with China and South Korea. China’s clear violations of the Refugee Convention should be emphasised, and China should be urged to reverse its policies with respect to North Korean refugees and those who seek to assist them. 

Internal armed conflict in Sri Lanka has forced hundreds of thousands of people to abandon their homes and flee the terror and fighting. Most of these people are now internally displaced on the island. Since April 2006 the number of displaced in northern and eastern Sri Lanka has nearly doubled, and now approaches 500,000 persons. More than 12,000 refugees have fled across the Palk Straight to India’s Tamil Nadu state. Recent military confrontations and an expected government offensive are likely to result in increased displacement over the next several months. ExCom member States and UNHCR must redouble their efforts to discourage the targeting of civilian encampments and the recruitment of child soldiers by parties to the conflict. Preserving the civilian character of the IDP camps is crucial.  Furthermore, ExCom member States should support UNHCR’s appeal for Sri Lanka calling for an emergency response to IDPs whose safety is seriously jeopardised and who have difficulty accessing food, employment, health facilities, and education. 

Despite being hailed as a 'victory' against people smuggling, a 'successful' deterrent, a solution to Australia's 'mass influx', and even a solution for Europe, the Pacific 'Solution' - Australia's practice of interdicting asylum-seekers who are en route to Australia and then forcibly transferring them to Pacific Island detention and processing centres – continues to have a harsh impact.

Three weeks ago, the Australian navy intercepted 83 Sri Lankan asylum-seekers en route to Australia from Indonesia. Indonesia is not a signatory to the Refugee Convention, but Australia is considering returning the asylum-seekers to Indonesia, whose immigration director has made it clear they would then be returned to Sri Lanka. Even if they are not returned, they are still considered to have arrived in a place excised from Australia’s migration zone, which means they have no rights under Australian law and will likely be sent to Nauru in the Pacific, where they will be detained for refugee status determination and until a durable solution can be found. 

As a signatory to the Refugee Convention, with obligations not to refoule, Australia’s actions are wholly inadequate. RSD in Nauru is not carried out under Australian law and there is no independent scrutiny of decisions, no right of appeal nor judicial review as there is in Australia. One recent study found that the percentage of unaccompanied minors whose claims were rejected on Nauru were dramatically higher than in Australia. Moreover, the decision of Australia’s parliament not to detain children does not apply on Nauru, where asylum-seekers are subject to mandatory, indefinite, and non-reviewable detention, which has led to severe mental health problems reported in some cases. Currently, there are no processing time-limits on Nauru and those recognised as Convention refugees may still be detained until Australia or another country is forced to take them.  

Lastly, Mr. Chairman,

NGOs are heartened to see the work of UNHCR on behalf of stateless persons in Asia. We are eagerly awaiting the publication of the comprehensive legal study on the status of the Bihari/Urdu-speaking community that was completed almost a year ago in Bangladesh. We also encourage UNHCR Pakistan to play a more active role in helping to resolve this protracted statelessness situation in terms of family reunification and return of individuals seeking such remedy. 
Finally, we remain interested in UNHCR’s initiative to build a transit centre in the Philippines and would like to be informed of the progress toward reaching that goal. 

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
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