More than compassion for refugees
By Antonio Guterres

FOR millions of uprooted people, World Refugee Day on June 20 is a day like any other spent waiting in remote camps and settlements for a chance to go home. The wait can take years or even decades, and usually requires an end to fighting in conflicts so obscure that they rarely make the pages of our newspapers.

When the guns finally do fall silent, the UN refugee agency (UNHCR) helps refugees to pack up their meagre belongings and board trucks for the long journey home. But their problems are far from over.

This week, along with EU commissioner for development and humanitarian aid, Louis Michel, I am travelling to the Great Lakes region of Africa and to Liberia, where hundreds of thousands of people are making the brave choice to return to their devastated homelands. They join some six million other refugees worldwide who have made the same decision over the past four years, contributing to a 31 per cent decline in global refugee numbers since 2001.

This is good news, but what awaits these courageous people once they get home?

A recent survey of localities in the Democratic Republic of Congo to which refugees are supposed to repatriate following July elections showed that the return is likely to be even more of a struggle than life in exile.

Here in the camps in Tanzania and in neighbouring Uganda, refugees have shelter, food, water, medical care, and primary schools. Back home, in Congo’s Equateur province, 90 per cent of the population has no access to potable water. In South Kivu, 70 per cent of return areas are accessible only on foot; 80 per cent of schools no longer exist and the health care infrastructure is in a state of collapse. Parts of North Katanga have been deserted for years.

Under these circumstances, the international community owes returning refugees more than just a cooking pot and a handshake when they cross the border. We must continue to nurture their return and reintegration and to support the communities to which they are returning. Without adequate resources for development, institution-building and reconciliation, the fragile societies to which refugees return are very likely to unravel again.

Yet refugees and returnees are often omitted from broader development strategies aimed at getting such societies back on their feet. Donors see UNHCR and its partners as humanitarian agencies whose sole purpose is to deliver short-term relief assistance and then hand over to others. All too often, however, there have been gaps in that transition, and refugees who went home were unable to stay home.

Success in the peace-building stage is essential. We cannot wait for such societies to meet all the conditions for official development assistance. The international community needs to devote much more attention to the transition between relief and development, to rebuilding societies which have been ripped apart by violence. This is the rationale behind the UN’s newly-established peace-building commission.

As recent events in East Timor have shown, hard-won peace is often tenuous. According to the UN Development Programme, half of all countries emerging from conflict slip back into violence within five years. One of UNHCR’s major challenges is ensuring that returnees are not forced to flee again, a point that EU commissioner Michel and I are underscoring in our joint mission to Africa.

As the world’s biggest aid donor group, the European Union and its member states have a key role to play. The EU humanitarian aid department has always been a very relevant partner in UNHCR’s humanitarian actions.

The European Union must take a lead in efforts to bridge the relief-to-development gap, so that institutions can be rebuilt, former enemies can reconcile, refugees and displaced people can return, and peace can take root. This would indeed be something to celebrate on World Refugee Day.

The writer is the United Nations high commissioner for refugees and a former prime minister of Portugal.
