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Date 28 April 2021 

Session Title 1. Update on World Refugee Day 
2. Countering xenophobia, racism, and discrimination 

Speakers  
 

• Pauline Eluere, Communication Officer, Global Communications Service, UNHCR 

• Caroline Harper Jantuah, Senior Inclusion and Diversity Advisor, UNHCR 

• Valerie Svobodova, Senior Liaison Officer, Human Rights Liaison Unit, Division of 
International Protection, UNHCR 

• Gloria Kivuva, Communications Manager, East Africa Regional Bureau, Islamic 
Relief Worldwide 

Moderator • Stella Ogunlade, Chief of Partnership and Coordination Service, UNHCR 

Participants • 70+, mostly NGOs and UNHCR staff 

Executive summary  
The consultation opened with disseminating information on the 2021 World Refugee Day (20 June). In the context of 
COVID-19 pandemic, this year will focus on refugee inclusion, particularly in Health and Education and Sports. The 
consultation then focused on UNHCR and NGOs prevention efforts and response to xenophobia, racism, and 
discrimination faced by refugees, forcibly displaced and stateless populations. Based on recent policies such as UNHCR 
Guidance on Racism and Xenophobia and Human Rights Engagement Strategy as well as NGO guidance, initiatives and 
field experiences, participants exchanged on concrete ways to tackle racism and other forms of discrimination. In 
addition, the discussion stressed internal work and culture challenges to identify, speak about and address racism and 
other forms of discrimination and efforts to promote more diversity and inclusion within our organizations.  

Major points arising from speakers  
 

1. Update on World Refugee Day 
UNHCR: 

• This year, World Refugee Day (WRD) focuses on “the power of inclusion” for refugees, forcibly displaced and 
stateless populations, highlighting the importance of providing access to healthcare, education, and sports. The 
core message is that together we can achieve anything. “Together we heal, learn and shine”. 

•  A toolkit for partners is available here and will be updated overtime with new links and multimedia content that 
partners are free to use on their own channels. 

• UNCHR encourages everyone to celebrate WRD and to remind the public of the reasons why we need to support 
refugees.  To do so, UNHCR counts on NGOs to amplify the general message of inclusion.  
NGOs can organize events locally, online and offline and promote the content that UNHCR will produce. They can 
liaise with local UNHCR offices to organize events or contact hqwrd@unhcr.org. 

• UNHCR partners and offices can help promote the following calls to action: 
o Under health, NGOs can advocate for more inclusive health care including to ensure vaccine equity. 
o UNHCR’s COVID-19 appeal calls to protect refugees from the socio-economic impact of the pandemic.  
o Under Education, NGOs can encourage donations to create refugee scholarships and support UNHCR’s 

objective to achieve 15% of refugee enrollment in higher education by 2030.  
o Under Sport, NGOs can encourage young people between 10 and 30 to join its Youth with Refugees Art 

Contest on the theme “Together through Sport”. This year, participants can also design their #dreamballs. 
The best designs will be turned into footballs made by an ethical manufacturing company and sold to 
support sporting activities for refugees. For questions, contact youthart@unhcr.org.  

• UNHCR aims to select visuals and messages that reflect age, gender and diversity, e.g. by highlighting specifically 
the situation of women and girls. Importantly, for the first time this year, UNHCR will work with a group of 
refugees to advise on content and to give the opportunity to share their own stories, with the aim of making the 
content more representative of different refugee experiences.  

• Regarding the 1951 Refugee Convention Anniversary, there will be a dedicated communication in July and it will 
be part of the WRD messaging in a broader term. 

https://www.unhcr.org/protection/operations/5f7c860f4/unhcr-guidance-on-racism-and-xenophobia.html
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/operations/5fb681264/unhcrs-human-rights-engagement-strategy-2020-2023.html
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1i6004BPA15RT41_kv6s3HSqXu7ugsJRvdE_k3kyNs0I/edit#slide=id.gcc4d7197f3_0_14
mailto:hqwrd@unhcr.org
https://donate.unhcr.org/int/coronavirus-emergency/~my-donation
https://donate.unhcr.org/crowdfunding/int/project/aiming_higher_world_refugee_day_2021#_ga=2.37780323.1579012198.1621248307-81668215.1548145581&_gac=1.56031577.1621512195.Cj0KCQjwkZiFBhD9ARIsAGxFX8DEbs90gqTvD7nv9pFe-9YkC2RNNZY5tOJbIzqZoU0jCrfhd7-29wwaAvYREALw_wcB
https://www.unhcr.org/youth-with-refugees-art-contest.html
https://www.unhcr.org/youth-with-refugees-art-contest.html
mailto:youthart@unhcr.org
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• UNHCR will also use the different messages from the Global Compact on Refugees and GRF pledges with 
respective facts, data and pledges.   

 
2. Countering xenophobia, racism, and discrimination  

UNHCR 

• In 2020, UNHCR issued its first human rights engagement strategy. It states UNHCR commitments vis-a-vis the 
engagement with human rights systems, human rights mechanisms mechanisms and its strategic direction. It 
revolves around three interconnected key pillars.  

 First pillar: Advocacy on human rights, with a focus on partnerships and alliances. How to put protection 
concerns of displaced and stateless populations at the center of discussions and efforts? As this cannot be 
done alone, UNHCR works on creative and interactive partnerships with NGOs, academia, different networks, 
UN agencies.  

 Second pillar: Mainstreaming human rights. While significant efforts were conducted, UNHCR still has a lot of 
work to internalize the human rights-based approach, ensuring awareness, capacity building and effective 
implementation. As part of the Division of International Protection (DIP), the Human Rights Liaison Unit 
(HRLU) provides guidance, capacity-building support, and advice as needed.  

 Third pillar: Strategic engagement with human rights mechanisms, e.g. the Universal Periodic Review (UPR), 
Human Rights Council, Special Procedures Mandate Holders as well as Treaty Bodies to tackle racism and 
xenophobia. UNHCR is very active on this front and submits public and confidential submissions for countries, 
where it has presence.  

• UNHCR has a very practical and pragmatic approach focusing on field support, e.g. with an internal helpline to 
allow their Persons of Concern (PoCs) to reach out to them and to brainstorm on what are the human rights 
issues in operations and how we can use strategically human rights systems to tackle them.  

• UNHCR also issued a good practice guide with examples and established a community of practice, with regular 
meetings, also through thematic webinars organized on a monthly basis and through dedicated learning 
programmes. 

• UNHCR’s Guidance on Racism and Xenophobia is for colleagues in the field and Headquarters.  

• There is also a practical guidance on how to engage with national human rights institutions, with the UPR and 
other human rights mechanism. Internally, UNHCR does a lot of efforts around demystifying human rights, how 
we speak about racism, xenophobia and how we communicate about those topics externally with persons of 
concern, partners, governments, parliamentarians, etc. 

• UNHCR Guidance on Racism and Xenophobia is looking at prevention and addressing cases of racism, xenophobia, 
intolerance affecting displaced populations and stateless persons.  

• Racism and xenophobia are often a common cause of displacement. It can also compromise the protection 
afforded to PoCs throughout the whole displacement cycle and can be the cause of statelessness.  

• The first part of the guide is around definitions and it outlines seven key areas or approaches to tackle racism, 
xenophobia and related intolerance through dedicated programmatic interventions.  Signs of racial discrimination 
need to be monitored. UNHCR emphasized that it is not enough just to monitor but there was also a need to 
understand why it is happening and how human rights are impacted by the situation.  

• It is also key to ensure an understanding of the legal obligations that protect individuals from racial and other 
forms of discrimination and to use it to create a more protective environment. 

• UNHCR aims to engage a diverse spectrum of organizations and entities, including NGOs. It is also essential to 
ensure affected populations are at the center of any planning considerations.  

• In terms of programmatic responses, there is a need to have a more human rights-based approach and multi-
stakeholder response. Different forms of racism whether historical, structural, institutional and individual, impact 
the situation of PoCs in a given country. It is important to look at all those forms and how they intersect to have 
an effective response and advocacy plan with different stakeholders.   

• Seven areas reflect the norms and standards under international human rights law, underpin UNHCR strategic 
directions and the Global Compact on Refugees that focus on a whole-of-society approach as well as participation 
and partnerships. (See slide 7 in PPT) 

https://www.unhcr.org/protection/operations/5fb681264/unhcrs-human-rights-engagement-strategy-2020-2023.html
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/operations/5f7c860f4/unhcr-guidance-on-racism-and-xenophobia.html
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/operations/5f92a5604/guidance-unhcrs-engagement-national-human-rights-institutions.html
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• There is a need to work closely with NGO partners – local, international, faith-based organizations – to be bold 
and innovative in terms of partnership. Collaboration with UN human rights mechanisms is an area underutilized, 
e.g. the mandate of the Special Rapporteur on racism as well as treaties bodies.  

• Looking at the UPR recommendations and filtered by UNHCR PoCs, most recommendations that States accepted 
are related to racism, xenophobia and discrimination. There is a commitment by States to tackle it and it is an 
entry point for UNHCR and NGOs to work together and support them as needed. 

• At UN level, UNHCR is very active with the UN Network on racial discrimination and the protection of minorities 
and is leading the pillar on capacity building for other UN agencies.  

• The importance of having dialogue with governments should also be stressed. Some countries have set up 
dedicated mechanisms to tackle racism and xenophobia, e.g. Mexico, Honduras and Italy. The UNHCR Guidance 
has concrete examples of how to support governments with the implementation of national action plans on 
racism. 

 
Islamic Relief Worldwide (IRW) 

• IRW is currently documenting stories from the field to counter racism, xenophobia, and discrimination. In East 
Africa in particular, racism is not the key driver of tensions between host and displaced communities. The 
tensions are mainly caused by competition over limited resources. For example, in Dadaab refugee camp (Kenya), 
IRW asked communities about challenges that displaced communities might face and answers highlighted cutting 
trees for firewood, and heightened competition for limited resources especially during drought seasons. They also 
witnessed imbalanced humanitarian responses that can escalate tensions, e.g. when refugee communities have 
greater access to some services that both communities require in terms of access to health and education. 

• Some humanitarian organizations such as IRW are devoting attention to the needs of host communities, e.g., by 
the construction of classrooms and other infrastructures. More organizations need to provide services to both 
communities.  

• IRW has also witnessed that tensions and conflicts can arise from arbitrarily drawn borderlines, e.g. in the case of 
clashes between clans at the Somalia-Kenya border. In this area, the majority of people are pastoralists for whom 
climate and environmental changes, as well as limited resources, are causing tensions. 

• Working with local community leaders – be it faith-based organizations, women or youth leaders, is crucial in 
tackling discrimination and xenophobia. For instance, in Um Rakuba, at the South Sudanese border with Tigray, 
IRW sees the host Muslim community embracing and welcoming refugees who are predominantly Christians. 
They have created councils or committees involving leaders from the Muslim host community and displaced 
Christians. In Mandera, IRW has a peacebuilding project involving women and youth peace councils. IRW 
advocates for women's rights and the importance of them being part of the conversation. In the peace councils, 
refugees’ skills are developed, also to facilitate access to income and other opportunities. 

• Collaborations with aid agencies and with local governments are useful to avoid redundancies at work. 

• Human rights education is also important, and IRW is looking to demystify differences by creating awareness, e.g. 
radio spots headed by community and faith leaders. They are creating more knowledge around these issues, e.g. 
during a Quran reading, and link it with human rights.  

• For IRW, limited resources, social and cultural differences and political powers play a big role in escalating 
violence in the region. Their work focuses on changing the attitude and behaviors for greater social inclusion; 
working with CSOs and building their capacity to respond and support refugees and host communities. 

 
UNHCR – On internal work: 

• Internally, UNHCR focuses on the experience of people who work in the organization and to what extent UNHCR 
is practicing what they preach. They are asking questions such as: Are we ensuring that our colleagues have the 
knowledge and the understanding in order to align their actions both inside and outside of the organization?  

• Their work is to engage with colleagues within UNHCR, equipping them with knowledge, understanding and skills 
and also empowering them with policies, processes and guidance to take action to advance racial equality and 
inclusion in the organization.  

• As an organization, there is a need to have a shared understanding when talking about racism and racial 
discrimination. 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Minorities/Pages/UNNetworkRacialDiscriminationProtectionMinorities.aspx
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• Last year, when George Floyd was killed and the Black Lives Matter movement gained further attention, it was 
very much driven in the US, then in the UK, and other parts of Europe. As a global organization, it is important to 
have a global perspective when talking about racism and racial discrimination.  

• Racism and racial discrimination manifest in different ways depending on the context – current and historical. It is 
important to take account of the root causes of racial tensions.   

• UNHCR also considers what needs to change and where to focus attention. Change is needed at a personal level, 
around people's beliefs about racism and racial discrimination. Change is needed at an interpersonal level in 
terms of interactions with each other, and collective culture in the organization, in terms of policies and 
processes. UNHCR looked at different levels and interventions needed, including for example how to normalize 
discussions on racism and racial discrimination in the organization and how to encourage and foster dialogue 
around it. UNHCR has done it through virtual events, and dialogues on racial equality including with external 
panelists with diverse colleagues across the organization. There is also a focus on systems change e.g., what 
policies and processes need to be revised or introduced. 

• There is a global inclusion and diversity advisory board comprising members from across the organization with an 
initial focus on racism and racial discrimination. Representatives are also drawn from the four employee resource 
groups - women and change, disability inclusion strategy resource group, representatives from LGBTQI+, and 
Stronger Together.  

• UNHCR have commissioned an independent ‘race equity and equality review’, to provide a structured, evidence-
based approach to establishing a baseline on the state of racial equality and inclusion in the organization, from 
which to build an action plan. Finally, UNHCR is championing action at the interagency and cross-sector levels. For 
sustainable progress to be made there is a need for all actors to invest in joint, collaborative work across 
boundaries.  

Major points arising from discussions  
 

• We need to recognize and acknowledge the complexity of racism, xenophobia and discrimination in all the areas 
of our work.  

• Playing a role in influencing in a more positive narrative is crucial, for example Destination Unknown, a Terre des 
Hommes initiative around children and young people on the move, presents a hope-based initiative. Terre des 
Hommes also led a series of webinars and workshops based on this initiative and produced communication 
guidelines with advice and best practices to address narratives that can lead to fear, racism and xenophobia.  

• Participants highlighted the need to have access to justice and courts in terms of fighting hate crimes and 
discussed the legal support UNHCR could provide and what actions NGOs could develop when they are victims of 
racist comments from other humanitarian actors. 

• Ensuring human rights education can tackle racism and discrimination, first by strengthening the legal framework 
and ensuring States implement human rights education at national level, e.g. in national curriculum. The human 
rights implementation must be then monitored and reported. For instance, Soka Gakkai advocates in this 
direction engaging mainly through the Human Rights Council for the past years. 

• Secondly, education should start at individual and community levels, in families and in our immediate 
environment, recognizing that all people are equal in dignity and have the same rights, to build positive attitudes 
and behaviors.  

• Interagency coordination and collaboration to ensure meaningful impact is important particularly regarding 
policy changes. 

• Internal change is not easy to operate, and we need to identify, indicate and flag a wrong practice. On UNHCR 
internal helpline, UNHCR is looking at how to put more focus on reprisals, collaborating with OHCHR. UNHCR, 
within the Division of International Protection and beyond, also works on hate crimes and hate speech, a cross-
cutting issue related to racism, xenophobia, discrimination, and is currently elaborating a concrete action plan to 
tackle it.  

• One area of work to focus on internally is how to strengthen the mechanisms we have to report and respond to 
racial abuse and discrimination. On UNHCR’s side, the Ethics Office with the Ombudsman and the Inspector 
General Office had a look to what extent cases of racism have been brought to their attention and the conclusion 

https://destination-unknown.org/worldwide/global/creating-new-hope-based-narratives-about-children-young-people-and-migration/
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is that complaints are usually not labelled as instances of racism. Important to consider if there are blindspots to 
recognizing racism and what needs to be done to raise awareness and become more sensitized to indicators of 
racism. The last UNHCR report on disciplinary cases stated sanctions had been taken on two proven cases of racial 
discrimination.  

• In terms of protection against whistleblowers, UNHCR has an internal policy on protection against retaliation. 

• On colonialism: UNHCR and NGOs debated whether some issues have more to do with cultural differences or 
power struggles over resources than to do with racial or ethnic tensions.  

• One perspective was that some of the experiences of discrimination are more to do with cultural distinctions/ 
differences and that this is universal, found in all societies and cultures.  ‘Racism is not in our culture, it is 
different’. It is often more about power dynamics. 

• Another perspective was that the legacy of colonialism remains in many formally colonized countries. You can still 
be a victim of racism due to the color of your skin and it will determine the position you can access, the education 
you will receive, the loan you can access in the bank, etc.  

• There is a degree of uncertainty and ambiguity on the issue. The more we ask questions, the more we delve into 
how we got to those issues and where we want to go in the future. 

Follow-up/Action points 
 

To UNHCR and NGOs: 

• NGOs to follow-up with UNHCR offices and/or reach out at hqwrd@unhcr.org to share/request information about 
WRD plans. UNCHR to share (if asked) a longer internal messaging document with facts, data and pledges. 

• UNHCR Human Rights Liaison Unit to share (if asked) guidance on how to engage with national human rights 
institutions, with the UPR and others.  

• Organize a follow-up meeting in 2022 to identify where UNHCR and NGOs progress on countering xenophobia, 
racism and discrimination, how UNHCR Guidance on Racism and Discrimination have been implemented and 
what UNHCR and NGOs have both done internally.  

Background documents/reports/guidance/websites 

• UNHCR, Guidance on Racism and Discrimination, 2020: 
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/operations/5f7c860f4/unhcr-guidance-on-racism-and-xenophobia.html  

• UNHCR, Human Rights Engagement Strategy, 2020-2023: 
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/operations/5fb681264/unhcrs-human-rights-engagement-strategy-2020-
2023.html  

• Islamic Relief Worldwide, Islamic Relief launches a practitioners guide to designing community peacebuilding 
projects, 2020:  https://www.islamic-relief.org/islamic-relief-launches-a-practitioners-guide-to-designing-
community-peacebuilding-projects/  

• Islamic Relief Worldwide, video: faith leaders are securing peace in the Central African Republic:  
https://www.islamic-relief.org/video-faith-leaders-are-securing-peace-in-the-central-african-republic/  

• The Lutheran World Federation, Welcoming the Stranger: Affirmations for the faith leaders, August 2013: 
https://www.lutheranworld.org/content/resource-welcoming-stranger  

• Terre des Hommes, Destination Unknown Initiative: https://destination-unknown.org/worldwide/global/creating-
new-hope-based-narratives-about-children-young-people-and-migration/  

• NGO Working Group on human rights education and learning webpage: https://ngowghrel.wordpress.com/  

• Human Rights Education open web resource: https://www.power-humanrights-education.org/  

• Musicians without borders webpage: https://www.musicianswithoutborders.org/2021/02/05/al-musiqa-tjamana-
music-brings-us-together-the-launch-of-a-new-project-in-jordan/ 

• UNHCR-NGOs monthly consultations website:  https://www.unhcr.org/unhcr-ngo-2021-monthly-consultations.html  

mailto:hqwrd@unhcr.org
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/operations/5f7c860f4/unhcr-guidance-on-racism-and-xenophobia.html
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/operations/5fb681264/unhcrs-human-rights-engagement-strategy-2020-2023.html
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/operations/5fb681264/unhcrs-human-rights-engagement-strategy-2020-2023.html
https://www.islamic-relief.org/islamic-relief-launches-a-practitioners-guide-to-designing-community-peacebuilding-projects/
https://www.islamic-relief.org/islamic-relief-launches-a-practitioners-guide-to-designing-community-peacebuilding-projects/
https://www.islamic-relief.org/video-faith-leaders-are-securing-peace-in-the-central-african-republic/
https://www.lutheranworld.org/content/resource-welcoming-stranger
https://destination-unknown.org/worldwide/global/creating-new-hope-based-narratives-about-children-young-people-and-migration/
https://destination-unknown.org/worldwide/global/creating-new-hope-based-narratives-about-children-young-people-and-migration/
https://ngowghrel.wordpress.com/
https://www.power-humanrights-education.org/
https://www.musicianswithoutborders.org/2021/02/05/al-musiqa-tjamana-music-brings-us-together-the-launch-of-a-new-project-in-jordan/
https://www.musicianswithoutborders.org/2021/02/05/al-musiqa-tjamana-music-brings-us-together-the-launch-of-a-new-project-in-jordan/
https://www.unhcr.org/unhcr-ngo-2021-monthly-consultations.html

