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On 12 February 2001, the United Nations General Assembly decided that, as from 2001, June 20 would be celebrated as World Refugee Day. Why June 20? Before 2001, and for many years, June 20 marked the Africa Refugee Day. Africa was the only continent to have such a celebration. The General Assembly, by choosing June 20 for World Refugee Day, thought that Africa’s generosity towards refugees, in spite of a dire economic situation and many pockets of political instability, could serve as a model for the rest of the World.
So, the interesting question is not “Why June 20?”, but “Why did Africa choose June 20?”
What event happened on a June 20 in Africa, to be worth becoming the symbol of asylum on the continent?

Neither a major refugee crisis nor its resolution, but something simpler, less spectacular, which has changed the life of millions of refugees. On June 20, 1974, the African Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa, which, to date, is the only regional refugee convention in the world, entered into force, following the ratification by one third of the Member States of what was then the Organization of African Unity. So, what Africa decided to commemorate was the official recognition that refugees must be treated as persons with a legal status. In other words, that refugees were human beings with both fundamental human rights and duties to the country of refuge. The strongest message was that refugees were neither the recipients of charity nor unwanted visitors who are barely tolerated but persons before the law, who must be treated with respect and dignity. 
This is the legacy of Africa Refugee Day, which has now become the legacy of World Refugee Day.

In the Mashrek, history, politics and human rights violations have created one of the most complex refugee situations in the world. For now 58 years, there have been Palestinian refugees in Lebanon. These Palestinians do not fall under UNHCR’s mandate, but receive assistance from UNRWA, a sister UN agency. The Palestinian refugee question is probably the most protracted and entrenched refugee situation in the world. Today, I would like to pay tribute to the courage and resilience of the Palestinian refugees, to the hospitality of the Lebanese authorities and people, to the dedication and professionalism of UNRWA staff as well as NGOs assisting Palestinian refugees in Lebanon.
Let me now say a few words about the non-Palestinian refugees, who fall under UNHCR’s mandate. The Lebanese authorities have indicated that for the time being - given a number of social, economic and demographic considerations coupled with the presence of the Palestinian refugees on its territory – Lebanon is not equipped  or able to locally integrate non-Palestinian refugees. We have therefore worked on a compromise – translated into a Memorandum of Understanding between the General Security and UNHCR signed in September 2003 – which takes into account humanitarian as well as public order or security concerns. UNHCR undertakes to proactively seek durable solutions outside Lebanon for those persons who have been found to be refugees. In the meantime, these refugees are allowed to remain in Lebanon, though, in principle, their stay in the country is limited to one year. I must say that the General Security has showed a lot of humanity in the way it has enforced the law and implemented the MOU. Today provides me with a special occasion to thank the General Security and commend them for being a trustworthy partner. During our regular meetings with them and almost daily phone contacts between General Security and UNHCR staff, the General Security has always been willing to find solutions and accommodate our requests, but naturally without compromising on legitimate national security interests.  
The problem is that, strictly speaking, we operate within a legal framework - the Law of 1962 Regulating the Entry and Stay of Foreigners in Lebanon and their Exit from the Country - which makes the majority of our refugees and asylum seekers subject to arrest, detention and deportation. The MOU with the General Security has enabled us to find temporary solutions for many, but not for all. The General Security has also suspended deportation of refugees and asylum seekers, an initiative which I would also like to commend. Unfortunately, as I speak, there are refugees and asylum seekers who are being detained in Lebanon just because their stay in the country has not been legalized. UNHCR has initiated a fruitful dialogue with the Ministry of Justice, the Prosecutor General’s Office and the Supreme Council of the Judiciary in order to promote an interpretation of the Law of 1962 which is compatible with international standards, in particular those pertaining to the prohibition of arbitrary detention. While UNHCR remains committed to proactively seeking resettlement for refugees outside Lebanon, while we also understand the reasons why the Lebanese authorities are not yet ready to offer to refugees integration into Lebanese society, we nevertheless believe that detention of refugees and asylum seekers who have not committed any crime, except being in breach of immigration regulations, should be avoided. Living in constant fear of being detained does not contribute to self-respect and dignity. After going through the trauma of being exposed to persecution or violence in their country of origin - many refugees have lost their loved ones in the most brutal way -, these refugees should be spared the additional trauma of being detained in the country where they genuinely believe they have found safety and protection. As the world refugee agency mandated by the United Nations, we have the responsibility to initiate a constructive dialogue with all Lebanese stakeholders about the consequences of the Law of 1962 and propose solutions which can avoid the detention of refugees and asylum seekers, while fully taking into account the legitimate concerns of the Lebanese authorities and people. Changing the approach to detention would not mean that the refugees would remain in Lebanon. Some people may believe that detention is a powerful way of putting additional pressure for their resettlement to third countries. I personally do not buy this argument. I can make the solemn promise that UNHCR will intensify its efforts to seek resettlement for refugees outside Lebanon, whether or not we succeed in obtaining a change in the policy regarding detention. Fortunately, a number of resettlement countries have been extremely generous, in particular the United States of America, Australia, Canada, Sweden and Finland, which has helped us alleviate the legitimate concerns of the Lebanese authorities. It is both my duty and my pleasure to warmly acknowledge the contribution of these five countries, as well as six other countries which offered more limited resettlement opportunities during the last six years.  
Coming back to detention, I would like to commend the initiative taken by the NGO community in Lebanon to participate in the launching of the International Detention Coalition, since, as highlighted earlier, we have common concerns. I also would like to emphasize that for the first time, World Refugee Day has been organized not only by UNHCR and its traditional implementing partners, but by all NGOs providing assistance and legal aid to non-Palestinian refugees. I would like to express my gratitude to our more than a quarter century old implementing partner the Middle East Council of Churches, to our new implementing partners Caritas Lebanon, the Lebanese Association for Human Rights and the Chaldean Charity Association, and to our operational partners, Association Justice et Miséricorde, the Danish Refugee Council, Frontiers and  Médecin du Monde. Partnership between UNHCR and NGOs is vital. UNHCR alone cannot discharge its mandate, and the assistance and legal services provided by NGOs are indispensable, not only in terms of joining forces to meet the many needs but also as it represents the crucial involvement of civil society. Refugee protection is everybody’s concern.
In the numerous meetings I have had with senior Lebanese officials, I was able to raise all the issues of concern to UNHCR and all my interlocutors expressed the willingness to discuss them in an open and transparent way. All my interlocutors showed compassion for and empathy with refugees. This openness and the way I have been received is a trademark of both Lebanese hospitality and Lebanese democracy. I am personally very happy to be back in Lebanon, twenty years after my first assignment in Saida and Tyre, during which I promised to myself that I would return to Lebanon and to the warmth of its people. This long-awaited dream has now become reality.  

Finally, I would like to express my gratitude to H.E. Mr Tarek Mitri, the Minister of Culture, who spontaneously accepted to offer his high patronage to this celebration. On the occasion of World Refugee Day, a concert by Charbel Rouhana and his musicians will be organized this Friday at Unesco and the proceeds of the concert will go to refugee assistance projects. The Minister has confirmed his presence during the concert, which we consider both as an honor and as a strong symbol of solidarity from Lebanon towards the refugees and asylum seekers. I hope that you will encourage all your friends to attend this concert. My gratitude goes to Charbel Rouhana, who will be playing for free. It is a very generous gesture, which replicates what he expresses through his music, the building of bridges between cultures and people.

Today through painting, dances, poetry and speeches, our refugees confirm that they are talented and inspired, and that their voice, though shaken by brutality and violence, has the melody of humanity.  
Thank you.
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