Seminar on World Refugee Day, June 20th 2006

Speech as Special Guest

It is an honour and a pleasure to be present at this seminar as a special guest on the occasion of World Refugee Day. I am heartened to see that serious efforts are being made to ensure that this important day is marked appropriately in Bangladesh, as a positive opportunity to recall the plight of millions of refugees across the world. 

A favourite quote from Robert Louis Stevenson is “to travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive”. In a dangerous and unwelcoming world, this saying perhaps encapsulates only too well the predicament of many refugees. Forced from their homes, they leave the world which they know and travel in often appalling conditions to seek safety. They do so with the hope that they will be received with kindness and humanity and that, of course, is not always the case. 

However, we can draw comfort from the fact that 140 States have seen fit to ratify the International Convention relating to Refugees which lays down minimum standards for the their treatment and collects together the rights which States are enjoined to respect, including important safeguards against expulsion. We can also draw comfort from the vital work carried out by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees which leads international efforts to protect refugees in well over 100 countries, including here in Bangladesh.

For our part, the EU is engaged on many fronts to contribute to improving the lot of refugees worldwide. First, EU Member States have agreed to work towards a common asylum policy and a common European asylum system, rooted in the 1951 UN convention. This means that the 25 EU Member States will increasingly apply common procedures and standards to those seeking refuge within the EU. These efforts are bolstered by the creation of the European Refugee Fund,  which is endowed with an initial 216 million euros and which is designed to foster solidarity amongst Member States in the efforts they make in receiving asylum seekers, refugees and displaced persons.

A further critical element in the EU’s approach is co-operation with third countries to tackle the root causes which create refugees, in an effort to ensure that those who need protection are able to access it as quickly as possible and as closely as possible to their needs. In this context, the European Commission is developing Regional Protection Programmes (RPP) in close cooperation with UNHCR. A new financial instrument - the Aeneas programme - has been established in order to finance migration- and asylum-related actions in third countries with 250 million euros earmarked for the period 2004-2008.

Here in Bangladesh, we are also working closely with the UNHCR to support the Rohingya refugees residing in both official and unofficial camps. I will not mince my words: these refugees are enduring some of the worst conditions I have seen during my professional career. There are many reasons for this which I will not catalogue exhaustively here. I trust, however, that with the goodwill of the government and the undoubted commitment of the UNHCR and the European Commission – which has allocated almost 9 million euros to the camps since 1992 – we will be able to work towards a satisfactory solution. The media and organizations such as the Rainbow Film Society can also make a positive impact by portraying a realistic picture of the Rohingya refugees and thereby helping to put into perspective the more ludicrous and stereotypical accusations which are laid at their door.

With these words, I conclude by wishing you all a successful and stimulating seminar.

