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Tuesday, 14 October 2008

Ron Redmond / UNHCR spokesman

1 - Nearly 190,000 people displaced by fighting in Pakistan’s Bajaur area

2 - Urgent appeal for resettlement of ex-Iraq Palestinians

3 - Worsening humanitarian situation in the eastern DRC
This is a summary of what was said by the UNHCR spokesperson at today’s Palais des Nations press briefing in Geneva. Further information can be found on the UNHCR websites, www.unhcr.org and www.unhcr.fr, which should also be checked for regular media updates on non-briefing days.

1 - Nearly 190,000 people displaced by fighting in Pakistan’s Bajaur area

Some 190,000 people have been displaced from Pakistan’s Bajaur agency bordering Afghanistan since fighting started in mid-August. This number includes over 168,000 Pakistanis now sheltering in their country’s North West Frontier Province (NWFP) and over 20,000 Pakistanis and Afghans who fled into eastern Afghanistan’s Kunar province.

The large majority of the displaced people are staying with host families on both sides of the border. UNHCR cannot access most of these areas for security reasons, and relies on government estimates.

In Pakistan, authorities say there are 168,463 internally displaced people (IDPs) in NWFP. We cannot verify this figure as population movements are fluid and registration is ongoing in the 10 official IDP camps. Last Friday, UNHCR signed an agreement with the NWFP government to extend registration to IDPs living with host families. Once completed, the registration will give a clearer picture of the scale of displacement and the immediate needs. 

As the lead agency for emergency shelter, protection and camp management, UNHCR is trying to improve conditions in camps by providing urgent shelter and relief materials, as well as technical support to the government camp managers.  

We are helping to develop the former Afghan refugee village of Katcha Gari in Peshawar into a proper IDP camp with basic standards and services. So far, we’ve provided 900 tents, 750 plastic sheets, over 2,200 blankets, nearly 1,500 jerry cans and 750 kitchen sets to the new arrivals at this camp. Other agencies are establishing latrines, washrooms and water tankers.

Efforts are also underway to decongest overcrowded IDP sites. An additional site is being developed to host another 750 families at the former refugee village of Jalozai in Nowshera district, close to Peshawar. 

Across the border in Afghanistan’s Kunar province, UNHCR and its partners have been assisting the 20,700 people who have fled the Bajaur conflict in the last two months. Over 60 percent are Pakistanis and all are living with relatives and host families. UNHCR and other agencies have provided them with relief items, food packages and medical kits. 

We have not seen a substantial rise in the number of Afghan returnees following an announcement by the Pakistani authorities in early October that all Afghans must vacate Bajaur Agency by 11 October. The last Afghan refugee villages in Bajaur were closed in 2005 and no Afghan was registered there in the 2006-2007 registration. However, should there be any registered Afghans who subsequently moved to Bajaur, we are appealing to the Pakistani authorities to let them relocate to other areas in Pakistan or to repatriate voluntarily with UNHCR assistance.

2 - Urgent appeal for resettlement of ex-Iraq Palestinians 

In the lead up to UNHCR’s bi-yearly informal consultations with resettlement countries tomorrow (Wednesday 15 Oct.), UNHCR has issued an urgent appeal for the resettlement of Palestinian refugees. Most have been stranded for over two years in two camps at the Iraq-Syrian border and in Baghdad, while a small group has been stranded in Al Hol camp in Syria.

Of the estimated 34,000 Palestinians in Iraq in 2003, less than 15,000 remain in Iraq – including 2,943 Palestinian refugees currently living in the border camps at the Iraq-Syrian border. Of those in the border camps, 358 families (1,278 persons) are considered to be highly vulnerable – having life-threatening diseases, needing urgent medical treatment or fearing persecution if they return -- and therefore are in urgent need of resettlement.

The majority fled Baghdad since 2003 because of threats, torture, detention, or after friends and family members were killed. The steady drain on financial resources has forced middle class families into the ranks of the poor, needing housing, food, medical, and cash assistance.

The refugees in the camps are particularly vulnerable because of their non-admission (Al Waleed Camp and Al Tanf Camp) or temporary admission (Al Hol Camp) into Syrian territory and their fear of persecution if they return. Moreover, living conditions at the border camps are extremely difficult, unsafe and continue to deteriorate. Refugees face extreme temperatures and regular sandstorms in the desert camps. There is a minimum of security. In Al Waleed camp, the health of refugees continues to deteriorate as medical services are limited. There are open sewage pits near tents and cooking facilities. The nearest medical facility is 400 kms away and there is no ambulance service. All the camps depend entirely on assistance from UNHCR and its partners such as the International Committee of the Red Cross, for all of whom access remains very difficult. 

In recent years, UNHCR has actively sought solutions for these refugees, such as resettlement inside or outside the region. Between 2006 and 2008, a total of 381 people were resettled, most to non-traditional resettlement countries such as Brazil and Chile. Smaller numbers left for Denmark, the Netherlands, Iceland, New Zealand and Canada. Another small group is about to leave for Sweden. 

This, however, remains insufficient and with conditions deteriorating UNHCR once again calls for urgent actions from resettlement countries all over the world. UNHCR holds twice-a-year informal consultations with resettlement countries and yearly consultations between resettlement countries and non-governmental organizations. Flash appeals for urgent resettlement are only issued when specific attention is required for a specific problem.
3 - Worsening humanitarian situation in the eastern DRC
According to the latest assessments, more than 50,000 people have been forced to flee their homes in north-eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo’s (DRC) Ituri region due to intense fighting between the Congolese army and Uganda’s rebel Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA). 

The fighting broke out in September and has since caused heavy loss of life, according to UNHCR staff, the newly displaced and the local authorities. The rebels have caused widespread destruction of houses and public buildings. Local authorities in the area say that the bodies of some 100 civilians were reportedly dumped in a river, while 80 children are reported missing. Parents fear their offspring have been forcefully recruited by the LRA.

At present, our staff have access only to the displaced in Dungu, a town just south of DRC’s border with Sudan, and surrounding villages. People have found shelter with relatives and friends, as well as in churches and public schools. A UNHCR team on mission to Dungu reports that the internally displaced people (IDP) are in dire need of basic humanitarian assistance. The displacement has placed a huge strain on host families. 

Last week, the authorities in the provincial capital, Kisangani, have released a sum of some 7 million Congolese Francs (about US$11,000) to help feed the displaced. In response to the unfolding crisis, we are gearing up to send additional emergency staff to beef up UNHCR’s presence in the Ituri region and to help meet the basic needs for shelter and water. Our teams will be also bringing in blankets, high energy biscuits and hygiene items 

The access to IDPs and distribution of aid is hampered by insecurity and lack of roads. A partial assessment of the displacement has been conducted from helicopters provided by the UN peace-keeping mission and by aid workers using trail bikes to reach IDPs in areas outside of the town of Dungu. 

Meanwhile, fresh fighting in the neighbouring DRC province of North Kivu between government forces and rebels led by Laurent Nkunda has displaced 100,000 people since hostilities erupted at the end of August, according to the latest assessments. There has been widespread fighting in the Rutshuru and Masisi areas. The newly displaced civilians have fled in all directions, but most are heading towards IDP sites around the provincial capital, Goma. Our teams report that thousands of displaced are trapped in the towns further inland, not daring to move for fear of the fighting. 

The fighting throughout September has forced all humanitarian agencies to withdraw their staff from the field. They are conducting snapshot assessment missions from Goma. 

The fighting has also cut off the main supply route from Goma to Kitchanga and Masisi, leaving mainly the displaced at risk of a crisis. 

Pending security clearance UNHCR is planning to dispatch this week to Masisi three trucks loaded with plastic sheeting, more than 14,000 sleeping mats, 15,700 blankets and 8,500 jerry cans. Another truck is scheduled to leave for Kitchanga with 1,000 mosquito nets and 1,000 bars of soap. 

There are 16 UNHCR-assisted sites in North Kivu sheltering some 100,000 people. Tens of thousands of civilians have found shelter in more than 40 makeshift sites across the province.

Fighting in North Kivu intensified at the end of 2006. By January 2008, it had brought the total of internally displaced in North Kivu to more than 800,000 people. Also in January 2008, the government signed a peace agreement with all parties to the conflict. The cease-fire has been violated several times since. Aid agencies estimate the total number of IDPs in the province as close to 1 million.
QUESTION: What is UNHCR’s response to the BBC report yesterday (Monday, 13 Oct.) on your work in South Africa?

The High Commissioner yesterday received a document from several groups in South Africa who expressed their concerns over our response during the crisis there earlier this year. 

To ensure full objectivity and transparency, an inquiry will be conducted that will include a senior staff member designated by UNHCR’s Office of the Inspector General, one person designated by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, and one person designated by the Steering Committee for Humanitarian Response. We will expect a report on their inquiry in the next few weeks.

If you’re not familiar with it, the Steering Committee for Humanitarian Response is an alliance of major humanitarian agencies that includes the ICRC, the Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, Oxfam, the World Council of Churches, CARE Internatioinal and others. We are currently working with them on a project looking into the accountability of our respective agencies in serving our beneficiaries.
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