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INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

· Thanks for the invitation, particularly as I am a member of AIIA, and greatly value the important contribution the Institute makes.
· I was particularly delighted to be invited to speak on refugee issues as a precursor to World Refugee Day (this Friday).

· For many years AUSTCARE represented UNHCR in Australia before they became established in their own right, and we continue to work closely with them.  As you know, UNHCR is the main driver of World Refugee Day, and AUSTCARE fully supports the initiatives they have underway to promote the protection of refugees internationally.  AUSTCARE is particularly proud of our long association with UNHCR, and pleased that this year UNHCR have decided to focus on refugee youth, an area that AUSTCARE confronts in many of our projects. 

· I am with you tonight not as a sage on refugee policy, but as a new and learning CEO of a long-standing and highly respected Australian NGO that delivers quality services that promote the rights of refugees and internally displaced persons overseas, and assists communities affected by landmines.

· Since its formation in 1967, AUSTCARE has worked in more than 30 countries, and we are currently engaged in 15 projects in nine countries.  We assist during emergencies, provide support to refugee communities in protracted and unresolved political situations, and help refugees to reintegrate and rehabilitate within host communities.  We design, implement, monitor and evaluate projects, working with our local and international partners to build capacity and reduce poverty.  We work in the sectors of health, food security, education and capacity building.
· I don’t know how many of you have been following the somewhat torrid debate on “Politics versus Aid”, or how many of you might believe the proposition of some economic rationalists, often funded by the commercial profit sector, that the real problem is “aid” and that NGOs are helping perpetuate poverty.  I sometimes wonder how many of these economists have actually visited NGO projects such as AUSTCARE’s.  I have just returned from a visit to our projects in Timor-Leste (East Timor), and I can assure you that the work is exceptionally positive and delivered at the grass roots where it is making a real difference.  I feel so strongly about this that I have invited a tourist company to include some of our projects in their visit schedules – not for economic advantage to the Timorese, but so that normal Australians can see for themselves the contribution being made by “not-for-profit” NGOs.  
· I am frequently asked why a former soldier would be attracted to joining an NGO.  The transition from trained killer to tree hugger seems unlikely to those who don’t understand that most soldiers are protectors with strong values.  I guess if you have given your working life to serving your country, and in the process seen considerable poverty in places like PNG, Kashmir, Cambodia and East Timor – all places where I have lived and worked – then the transition is not surprising at all.  One cannot witness the conditions in which refugees and returnees live and NOT be affected.  And if you have lived in the villages and accepted the hospitality of people who have so little, then it makes you want to give something back.  I recall my mother enquiring how I had found my experience in PNG following my first appointment as a young officer.  I told her that I had taught my platoon of 37 New Guineans a lot about soldiering, but that they had taught me a lot about life.  I felt that I had taken much more than I had given, and I had a similar experience with my Timorese colleagues a couple of weeks ago.  
· There is a degree of nobility, dignity and integrity that transcends poverty.  I have seen it repeatedly, and I saw it last December and again last week when I had the privilege of meeting exceptional women visiting from the refugee camps in the Lebanon and Western Sahara who have lived in poverty for years.  
· All these people are my heroes, and it is a privilege to be associated with them, and to work with such dedicated people at AUSTCARE who all share this commitment.
THIS EVENING I WILL BRIEFLY COVER THREE MAIN ISSUES:
· The significance of World Refugee Day.
· The main causes of the refugee problem.
· And, some comprehensive solutions.

I WILL CONCLUDE MY REMARKS BY SUGGESTING HOW YOU MIGHT HELP TO BETTER THE CAUSE OF REFUGEES.
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF WORLD REFUGEE DAY
· History – World Refugee Day has been occurring for many years on 20 June each year.  It has its origins in the 1951 Convention on Refugees, the formation of UNHCR, and the declaration of World Refugee Year in 1959.  Its origins lay in the aftermath of World War 2, and the need to find a solution to the large refugee population. 
· What is the number of refugees today?  The fact is that we don’t know how many refugees and internally displaced people there are, but realistic estimates place the figure at more than 40 million – more than double the population of Australia.  The largest concentrations are in Asia, Africa and the Middle East.  Of this 40+ million, UNHCR has responsibility for around 20 million, which includes around 7 million internally displaced people.  The highest percentage of all refugees and internally displaced people are women and children.
· Costs.  Current estimates are that about US$10 billion is spent annually by governments on a few hundred thousand asylum seekers, compared with US$800,000 per annum by UNHCR on 20 million refugees.  I think this disparity in funding is one of the fundamental issues to be confronted if real progress is to be made in resolving the refugee crisis.
THE MAIN CAUSES OF THE REFUGEE PROBLEM (and I include internally displaced people in this) ARE:
· Conflict and human rights abuses – by far the major cause.  
· Political stalemate.
· Refugee warriors.
· Abject poverty.
· Environmental dislocation and natural disasters.
SO WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE? ARE THERE COMPREHENSIVE SOLUTIONS?
· If the refugee problem is enormous, then so are the solutions complex and difficult.  

· The first part of the solution is to address the problem at source, rather than at destination.  The most successful results in resolving refugee issues have been directed at the source, largely through UNHCR initiatives and with the support of first world countries.  This requires giving more attention to capacity building in countries of origin and first asylum, combined with effective resettlement arrangements.  Success has not been achieved by building fences and strengthening borders.  And there have been some outstanding successes in the past:

· Europe in the late 1950s, following WW2.

· Indochina in the late 1970s, and again in the late 1980s.

· Central America in the late 1980s.

· Establishing a durable peace through the mechanisms of peacemaking, peacekeeping and peace building is the best method for resolving the major refugee problems.  But this is hard to achieve, and can often be transient.
· A durable peace can be seen as a three-legged stool: one leg “governance” (including the rule of law), one leg “security”, and the other leg “sustainable development”.  Without these legs the stool will fall over.  These legs need to be bound by effective human rights, and adequate financial resources.  A democratic market economy, free from corruption, might be the holy grail, but relatively few of humankind have achieved this situation.  Almost certainly something less will have to be acceptable.
· UNHCR has advocated three strategies to resolve and reduce the world’s refugee crises, and these work best in concert.
· Voluntary repatriation to home country – the 4Rs (repatriation, reintegration, rehabilitation, and reconstruction).

· Local integration (normally in country of first asylum).  This has proved difficult to achieve, yet in many ways offers considerable prospect.  I am told that Kenya may be considering this option for many of its refugees.
· Improved resettlement procedures to country of destination.  

· Under their “Convention +” advocacy, UNHCR is also calling for the enhanced protection of refugees.  Progress on this front has been somewhat slow, and requires the full support of governments.

· In the past, the most effective solutions to resolve refugee problems, have required the cooperation of the main actors: countries of origin, host states, UNHCR, NGOs and refugees themselves.  This is often hard to achieve, as much because “implementation” of policy is always more difficult than policy determination.  My experience in working with UNHCR to receive and resettle refugees in Timor-Leste is that detailed planning is required at the grass roots level.  My more recent experience is that NGOs play a key role in assisting the process of reintegration long after the return of refugees has occurred.  
· Regardless of the most appropriate and comprehensive approach determined for each refugee situation, viable solutions will result only if adequate resources are allocated.  There has been a tendency for first world governments to give massive amounts of aid in emergency situations, but less to protracted refugee situations.  As well, it has often been difficult to ascertain a holistic and comprehensive refugee policy in some countries.  Often, the focus is more on immigration policy rather than on more durable and long-term refugee strategies.  
SO WHAT ACTION CAN YOU TAKE?  LET ME CONCLUDE BY SAYING A FEW WORDS ABOUT HOW YOU MIGHT HELP

· Firstly, your presence here tonight indicates your interest in refugees.  I have been in the process of learning a great deal about refugees since joining AUSTCARE, and still have a long way to go.  But I think that the key thing is to gain knowledge, and an understanding that the current asylum seeker and border protection issues are but one small part of a much larger and more dynamic problem.  
· So I would encourage you to think globally (in addition to your views on Australia’s domestic situation), and to support the work of UNHCR, and other agencies and NGOs that are working to help resolve the world refugee problem.
· Second, I encourage you to request our government to continue its support to refugees.  Australia has had an excellent reputation in this regard, but the government needs to enhance its support to UNHCR and NGOs, and to develop a comprehensive refugee policy.

· And finally, and in addition to the above, I invite you all to support AUSTCARE during Refugee Week, 20-26 October.  As well as our normal community activities around the country that help raise awareness of refugees overseas, this year we are launching an exciting signature event called “Food for Thought”.  This will be an occasion for all Australians to do something positive for refugees and internally displaced people overseas by holding a dinner, bar-b-q, morning tea, picnic, etc with their friends, and make a donation to AUSTCARE to help us continue our vital work.  Our marketing for “Food for Thought” will soon be launched, and if you want to become a Volunteer for this event or in our other areas of our work then please contact us.  We would love to hear from you.  
THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION AND I LOOK FORWARD TO YOUR QUESTIONS.
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