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Angela Merkel to receive UNHCR Nansen 
Refugee Award for protecting refugees at 
height of Syria crisis 
 

GENEVA – UNHCR, the UN Refugee Agency, announced today that Dr. Angela Merkel, 
the former Federal Chancellor of Germany, will receive the 2022 UNHCR Nansen Refugee 
Award. 

Each year, the award – named after the Norwegian explorer, scientist, diplomat and 
humanitarian Fridtjof Nansen – is given to an individual, group or organization who has 
gone above and beyond the call of duty to protect refugees, internally displaced or stateless 
people.  
 
Under then Federal Chancellor Merkel’s leadership, Germany welcomed more than 1.2 
million refugees and asylum seekers in 2015 and 2016 – at the height of the conflict in 
Syria and amid deadly violence in other places.  
 
At that time, the then Chancellor said: “It was a situation which put our European values to 
the test as seldom before. It was no more and no less than a humanitarian imperative.” 
She called on her fellow Germans to reject divisive nationalism and urged them instead to 
be “self-assured and free, compassionate and open-minded”.  
 
Filippo Grandi, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, praised former Federal 
Chancellor Merkel’s determination to protect asylum seekers and to stand up for human 
rights, humanitarian principles and international law. “By helping more than a million 
refugees to survive and rebuild, Angela Merkel displayed great moral and political 
courage,” Grandi said.  
 
“It was true leadership, appealing to our common humanity, standing firm against those 
who preached fear and discrimination. She showed what can be achieved when politicians 
take the right course of action and work to find solutions to the world’s challenges rather 
than simply shift responsibility to others.”  
 
The selection committee said it was recognizing former Federal Chancellor Merkel’s 
“leadership, courage and compassion in ensuring the protection of hundreds of thousands 
of desperate people” as well as her efforts to find “viable long-term solutions” for those 
seeking safety.  
 
As well as protecting people forced to flee war, persecution and human rights abuses, the 
former Chancellor was the driving force behind Germany’s collective efforts to receive them 
and help them integrate into society, through education and training programmes, 
employment schemes and labour market integration. She was also key in expanding 
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Germany’s resettlement programme, which helped protect tens of thousands of vulnerable 
refugees.  
 
She was also instrumental in ensuring Germany’s growth as a substantive, reliable and 
active humanitarian partner, including in refugee operations around the world. Both her 
policies and her public statements were positive forces in European and global debates on 
issues of asylum and the management of crises of forced displacement.  
 
The UNHCR Nansen Refugee Award selection committee has also honoured four regional 
winners for 2022:  
 

• In Africa, the Mbera Fire Brigade, an all-volunteer refugee firefighting group in 
Mauritania that has extinguished more than 100 bushfires and planted thousands 
of trees to preserve lives, livelihoods and the local environment;  
 

• In the Americas, Vicenta González, whose nearly 50 years of service to displaced 
and other vulnerable people included establishing a cacao cooperative in Costa 
Rica to support refugees and host-community women, including survivors of 
domestic violence;  
 

• In Asia and the Pacific, Meikswe Myanmar, a humanitarian organization that 
assists communities in need, including internally displaced people, with emergency 
items, health care, education, and livelihoods opportunities;  
 

• In the Middle East and North Africa, Dr Nagham Hasan, an Iraqi gynaecologist 
providing medical and psychosocial care to Yazidi girls and women who survived 
persecution, enslavement and gender-based violence at the hands of extremist 
groups in northern Iraq.  

 
The award will be presented to the former German Chancellor in Geneva on 10 October at 
a ceremony along with the regional winners.  
 
With the number of forcibly displaced people around the world passing 100 million for the 
first time, Grandi said it was imperative that the public retain their sense of compassion 
towards those forced to flee their homes – and that countries continue to uphold the ancient 
tradition of asylum, as have most countries, including longstanding and generous hosts like 
Türkiye, Pakistan, Uganda and others.  
 
This year marks a century since Fridtjof Nansen – the first High Commissioner for Refugees 
– was awarded the 1922 Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts to repatriate prisoners of war 
and to protect millions of refugees displaced by conflict, revolution and the collapse of the 
Romanov, Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian Empires.  
 
It is also 100 years since the creation of the Nansen passport, an identity document for 
refugees, many of them stateless, that also enabled its holders to move across borders in 
search of work.  
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Media page: https://www.unhcr.org/media-nansen-refugee-award-2022   
 
For more information on this topic, please contact: 
 
Matthew Saltmarsh 
Geneva 
+41 79 967 99 36 
saltmars@unhcr.org 
 
Olga Sarrado 
Geneva 
+41 79 740 23 07 
sarrado@unhcr.org  
  
Chris Melzer 
Berlin 
+49 151 706 660 13 
melzer@unhcr.org 
 
Kathryn Mahoney 
New York 
+1 (347) 574-6552 
mahoney@unhcr.org 
 
Notes:  

• Established in 1954, the UNHCR Nansen Refugee Award celebrates the legacy of 
Fridtjof Nansen, a Norwegian scientist, explorer and first High Commissioner for 
Refugees for the League of Nations. Appointed to that role in 1921, Nansen 
immediately devoted himself to finding solutions for Russian and Armenian 
refugees, as well as refugees from Greece and Türkiye displaced by the collapse 
of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish war of independence.  

 
• Millions of refugees displaced by the First World War and the collapse of three 

major empires were also left stateless as the European map was substantially 
redrawn and the countries of origin of some refugees ceased to exist. One of 
Nansen’s solutions was a new document that would serve as both identity 
document and travel permit, allowing holders to seek work in third countries beyond 
the borders of the state that was hosting them. Around 450,000 Russian and 
Armenian refugees received these “Nansen passports”.  

 
• Nansen’s other humanitarian work from the same period included the repatriation 

of hundreds of thousands of prisoners of war, and a relief operation to assist 
Russian famine victims.  

 
• Nansen was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize 100 years ago in 1922; this year also 

marks the centenary of the creation of the Nansen passport, which was 
discontinued in 1942. UNHCR’s Nansen Refugee Award was established in 1954 
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and the inaugural laureate was Eleanor Roosevelt, first chair of the UN Human 
Rights Commission and First Lady of the United States alongside President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt.  

 
• Prominent winners include US Senator Edward Kennedy, opera singer Luciano 

Pavarotti, humanitarian Graça Machel, Médecins Sans Frontières and the People 
of Canada. However, the award is often given to a grassroots organization or 
individual whose exceptional yet largely unheralded work deserves both financial 
support and a higher profile. Since 2017, UNHCR has also recognized regional 
winners.  

 


