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Introduction 
 
On September 25-26, over 60 non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and individuals gathered for 
the North South Civil Society Conference on Refugee Warehousing.  Organized by the Refugee 
Council USA, Dutch Council for Refugees, Refugee Consortium of Kenya, Thai Catholic 
Commission, World Council of Churches, and Frontiers (Lebanon), the conference drew civil society 
groups from over 15 countries to learn from one another and to collaborate on strategies to help 
refugees gain their basic rights.1  Among the rights set forth in the 1951 Convention Relating to the 
Status of Refugees and other human rights instruments, the conference focused on two sets of rights: 
the right to earn livelihoods and freedom of movement.   
 
In 2004, the U.S. Committee for Refugees and Immigrants published the World Refugee Survey 2004: 
Refugee Warehousing and reported that more than 7 million of the world’s nearly 12 million refugees 
lived in situations of ten years or more deprived of these basic rights.  Since then, hundreds of NGOs, 
UNHCR and some country governments have similarly called attention to this crisis in refugee 
protection that has kept millions of refugees in a state of long-term confinement and dependency.   
 
Recognizing the urgency and widespread nature of refugee warehousing, the conference participants 
concentrated on concrete action plans and next steps.  The following document summarizes the next 
steps and recommendations that the participants identified.  These recommendations are intended to 
generate further ideas and comment, particularly from NGOs unable to attend the conference.  The 
recommendations are divided into three sections:  1) general comments and principal goals; 2) 
advocacy methods and strategies; and 3) additional areas for advocacy.   Because the conference was 
a convening of NGOs (with some UNHCR and government participation), these recommendations 
focus on the actions NGOs will take even though the participants envisioned significant collaboration 
with UNHCR and governments. 

 
A. General comments and principal goals 

Refugee warehousing is the deprivation of the basic rights set forth in the 1951 Convention 
and other human rights documents, particularly the right to earn livelihoods and freedom of 

                                                 
1 A partial list of countries with NGO representation includes: Kenya, Uganda, South Africa, Netherlands, Norway, Germany, 
United Kingdom, Lebanon, Egypt, Thailand, Japan, Australia, United States, and Canada.  
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movement.  While the emblematic and most common example of warehousing is refugee populations 
that are confined to camps, warehousing also includes refugees living in urban or rural areas who are 
deprived of rights.  There is also no specific time frame associated with the definition of warehousing, 
but clearly the longer refugees are without rights the longer they remain in an unacceptable state of 
limbo and dependency. 

The refugee rights campaign has brought together NGOs, activists, academics, UN agencies, 
and government actors who have recognized that new ideas and approaches are needed to address 
what has become a widespread and intractable problem.  

Refugees, NGOs, UNHCR and governments must take steps to ensure that refugees can 
exercise their full rights while they remain in exile and before durable solutions are identified.  Many 
refugees have been living without rights for decades and cannot realistically hope for durable solution 
in the foreseeable future.  Accordingly, efforts must be made to grant rights in the interim while they 
are still refugees.  Conditions in which refugees are able to exercise their rights also facilitate the 
achievement of durable solutions. 

Recognizing the complexity of these situations, efforts to achieve rights for refugees will need 
to be incremental and taken step by step.    

  
B. ADVOCACY STRATEGIES AND METHODS  

While the conference examined a host of country-specific cases and topics that spanned across 
regions, the conference participants spent most of the plenary sessions discussing methods and 
strategies that included building networks among NGOs, increasing civil society engagement, 
recognizing refugees’ own agency, building connections with host and donor governments, and 
engaging in public education, training, and awareness about refugee protection and rights.   

 
Build networks among NGOs 
Many NGOs have already taken steps to implement programs or advocacy to increase 

refugees’ right to work, earn livelihoods, and freedom of movement.  In fall 2005, USCRI reported on 
NGO initiatives in more than 10 countries in Refugee Reports (www.refugees.org).  By and large, 
these efforts have not been coordinated at a regional or international level.  NGOs agreed that such 
support and coordination would strengthen local efforts and offer opportunities for sharing of ideas.   

NGOs will continue to convene to address refugee warehousing and refugee rights.  A core 
group will be identified to move forward with next steps from the conference.  The group will reach 
out to a broader network of NGOs and other allies, particularly those from the southern hemisphere, as 
it defines goals.  The Canadian Council for Refugees is already planning a June 2006 Toronto 
Conference on refugee rights that could serve as a next opportunity to convene.  NGOs will maximize 
web-based and other technology to support networking.  NGOs will support regional and international 
networks that support refugee rights and explore models such as the International Campaign to Ban 
Landmines.   

 
Increase civil society engagement 
NGOs that work with refugees will make efforts reach out to new constituencies that share 

common interests and would broaden the base of support for refugee rights.  Already over 300 NGOs 
and notable individuals have signed the Statement Calling for Solutions to End Refugee Warehousing.   
In Thailand, academics, lawyers, NGOs, UNHCR, and government officials in local efforts have 
coordinated efforts to look at greater self reliance opportunities for refugees.  The joining of these 
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constituencies; their identification of the need for greater refugee access to livelihoods as a common 
issues; and the international warehousing rights campaign has achieved modest results in Thailand. 

In Tanzania, several refugee NGOs, academics, UNHCR and local officials conducted studies 
and regional workshops to increase public awareness about the positive and negative impact of 
refugees on the host country.  Now several implementing partners have proposed projects that 
increase civil society awareness about refugee rights.  International NGOs also plan to support local 
NGO capacity building, including training on advocacy skills and research support. 

 
Recognize refugees’ agency and support their leadership and initiative 
NGOs agreed that they will support refugees’ efforts to assert their rights and voice their 

concerns.  NGOs will support refugees’ efforts to establish their own organizations (at local, national, 
and international levels) and their leadership in their communities.  NGOs will also develop 
partnerships with refugees, include refugees in NGO operations, and promote refugees to leadership 
positions within NGOs.   

 
Build connections with host governments  
NGOs should make every effort to engage host government officials and representatives and 

identify shared interests that would further refugee rights.  Participants identified several examples 
where host country interests (such as labor market needs or development interests) could be met by 
granting rights to refugees.  NGOs should identify when assistance for refugees should also be 
extended to hosts, thus reducing possible resentment felt by nationals.  NGOs will work with host 
governments to identify projects that meet the needs of host communities and refugees, specifically 
development-oriented projects that invest in host communities.  NGOs will keep local government 
informed about refugee rights.  NGOs will collaborate with host governments in writing State Reports 
to treaty bodies.   

NGOs should acknowledge progress and generosity of host governments while also raising on 
rights concerns.  NGOs should identify positive examples and models where hosts have granted 
refugees’ rights.   

NGOs will work with host government official to include refugees in national development 
strategies and to assist in the implementation of such strategies.    

 
Build connections with donor governments    
NGOs should build relationships with donor governments and encourage them to support 

initiatives that lead to refugees’ greater exercise of rights.  NGOs agreed to make greater efforts to 
urge donor governments to engage in responsibility sharing.  NGOs should work with host 
governments to increase development assistance for refugees, including the Poverty Reduction 
Strategic Plans, the Millennium Challenge Account of the United States, and the Good Humanitarian 
Donorship initiative. 

 
Public education and awareness of refugee rights 
NGOs identified a vital need for continued research about refugee rights and public awareness 

efforts regarding host government compliance with the 1951 Convention and other key treaties.   
NGOs identified civil society and host governments as key audiences for public education.   NGOs 
agreed to push for implementation and adoption of Conclusions or other policy statements.  Examples 
include the forthcoming Conclusion on Local Integration and possible Conclusions on Self Reliance  
and on the Impact of Warehousing on Women and Girls in 2006.  NGOs plan to identify how 
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warehousing has a greater impact on women, such as increased rape, sexual and gender based 
violence.  

 
Train NGOs and Refugees   
NGOs should train each other about the 1951 Convention and other human rights instruments 

and how to use them in specific interventions not only at UNHCR but in other international 
policymaking settings.  NGOs should also support training for refugees about their rights.   

 
 

C. ADDITIONAL AREAS FOR ADVOCACY  
• Focus on rights for refugees living among hosts in rural and urban areas  
NGOs recognized that refugees living among hosts in rural and urban areas are among the 

most vulnerable refugee populations who frequently receive no protection or assistance and cannot 
exercise the most basic rights.  UNHCR and NGOs should prioritize efforts to grant protection to this 
population.  

 
• Examine impact of warehousing on women 
NGOs noted that the deprivation of rights to refugees has, in many situations, jeopardized the 

physical protection of women refugees, who are raped, violated sexually, and harassed in many 
environments.  NGOs are systematically documenting and responding to these cases. 

 
• Pursue strategies to link development aid with refugee assistance 
NGO plan to engage more actively on international development and other policies in donor 

countries in favor of international responsibility sharing to shift incentive structures for enjoyment of 
such rights.  

 
• Pursue self-reliance for refugees without compromising protection and support 
NGOs noted that self-reliance initiatives can result in decreased direct support that is done 

prematurely before refugees have a viable means of self support.  Self reliance should be pursued 
when appropriate without compromising protection or assistance needs. 
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