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UNHCR Refugee and Education Forum
November 23, 2006

Key note speech by
Robert M. Robinson, UNHCR Representative in Japan

Realizing the right to free and quality education for refugees

Education for refugees is a basic right protected by the 1951 United Nations
Refugee Convention as well as other international human rights instruments.
Ensuring access to education by refugees is one of UNHCR’s priorities.
Education is crucial to enable refugees to rebuild their lives and contribute to
their new society or return to their own country. UNHCR is committed to realising

the right to free and safe quality education for refugees but our funding is limited.

UNHCR’s education challenges

UNHCR'’s assistance programmes to refugees are done through various forms,

but education is considered to be one of the most critical programmes in the

refugee camps. UNHCR has education programmes in 97 countries,

implemented by 200 international or national NGOs. However the agency has

only two dedicated education posts, one at Geneva HQ and the other in South

Sudan. UNHCR has recognized serious gaps in provision and quality of its

education support:

= A third of refugee children and adolescents are out of school in the 23
countries for which reliable data is available: the actual figure of refugee
children not attending school is far higher.

= Only a third of refugee students in secondary school are girls.

= Less than two thirds of teachers in refugee schools have qualifications and



only a third of female teachers are qualified.

= Vocational training, non-formal and secondary education are often neglected
and receive insufficient support. This means adolescents face major
protection risks.

» Education ministries — in host countries and countries of origin — are often
insufficiently engaged with refugee education programmes.

Education can save lives and promote a productive life. It provides protection

from recruitment and exploitation, although educational institutions themselves

can become targets, and it offers stability and normalcy. “Hope” was the theme

of this year’s 2006 World Refugee Day. What gives more hope than education?

It has been said that in the last 15 years nearly on half of all conflicts that have
been resolved revert back to a violent conflict after 5 years. This is a terrible
statistic. We have to ask ourselves why this happens.

Of course there are many reasons such as a flawed political settlement, a poor
economy which adds to the good chances for a peaceful settlement. However, |
feel that one important reason lies in the whole process of reconciliation. How
can you get enemies to take a change to begin to live as neighbors again? How
can you build trust? How can people learn tolerance?

| think one very important area is to provide the younger generation with a
foundation to learn the skills necessary to live in co existence with former
adversaries.

Most times parents pass on the fears and hatreds that they have to their children.
In order to break the cycle of hate and mistrust one has to try to focus on the new
generation and to introduce an environment that will support the seeds of

community to grow.



Schools can be the best place to start the reconciliation process and the process
of building tolerance.

It will not be an easy task but children seem to possess that magical ability to
adjust and to be flexible.

Currently UNHCR has refugee schools all over the world as | mentioned.
However they are under funded and in reality sometimes the state gives less
support to returning refugees than to other parts of the society. Also partners
such as UNICEF are helpful in building national educational systems but
UNICEF does not always support education in refugee camps nor in refugee
repatriation programmes.

The ideal is to try and start a refugee school inside of the refugee camp and then
to try to transfer the entire school programme and its teachers back to the
country of origin when it comes time to go home. We have to avoid what Mrs.
Ogata called "the Gap" which is when the emergency part of the programme
finishes but there is no help for returnees while waiting for the country to
develop.

During this "Gap" period education is absolutely essential to help the social
reintegration process to succeed.

How can Japan Help?

Japan has a young and emerging NGO community. You have the Japan Platform
which is becoming an important participant in Japan's international objectives.
However what | find in that there is not yet a developed set of NGO's who are
experts in international education and particularly education for Refugees.

| have a dream which is shared by many others and you can be a part of this
idea to help Japan take the lead in providing education to refugees around the

world. We really need a separate and longer discussion but UNHCR has a $38



million dollar educational programme and only about $4million dollars has been
earmarked by donors. It would be fantastic if Japan could develop the necessary
expertise to help develop refugee education programmes and then if you could
also help UNHCR to make contact with the Japanese people to try and fund this

refugee education programme.

In closing | want to say that to build sustainable peace- which is Japan's goal |
think education has a huge and not yet fully realized role. | would like you to
consider how Japan and people such as yourselves can make this dream come

true.



