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OBJECTIVE: 
This paper asserts that it is only by ensuring respect for the full range of human rights of the forcibly 
dislocated that the cycle of displacement which has plagued so many countries and areas of the world can 
be broken, and lasting durable solutions to these situations can be found, in the context of a global 
humanitarian culture. Undoubtedly this is the goal of the international community; but it is not so very 
easily achieved, particularly in protracted refugee or displacement situations, where long-standing 
rivalries and long-held stereotypes about “the other,” no matter whether true or not, persist. The paper 
argues that instilling a sense of respect for the human rights of others, and learning through experience to 
exercise one’s own rights in a way that does so, is particularly important for children, as their outlook and 
the way that they view the world will shape the future.  This sort of approach has the best chance both of 
breaking the cycle of abuse which leads to displacement and of encouraging the adoption of a 
humanitarian culture, thus avoiding displacement in the future. 
 
BACKGROUND: 
The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, now perhaps better known as the UN 
Refugee Agency, has existed as a key international humanitarian organization since shortly after the 
Second World War.  The Agency was born with the twin objectives, according to its Statute adopted in 
1950 by the United Nations General Assembly, of ensuring the international protection of refugees and of 
seeking long-term, durable solutions for refugees.  Since that time, of course, the General Assembly has 
expanded the mandate of UNHCR to include people displaced inside their own countries by refugee-like 
reasons or in refugee-like situations, and even, in some cases, those displaced by natural disaster.  But the 
goals for these displaced persons, whether they have crossed an international border and thus are 
considered refugees in the international legal sense, or whether they have been forced by circumstances to 
remain within the borders of their home states, are the same:  to ensure that they are able to exercise their 
human rights and get on with their lives in a sustainable way. In other words, the goal is to ensure that 
those who have been displaced eventually no longer consider themselves in a situation of displacement, 
whether that means that they are able to successfully return home, or that they are able to successfully 
integrate in a new society. 
 
This sustainable result can come about in a variety of ways, but these generally boil down to two options: 
either the displaced population is provided with humanitarian assistance, usually but not always 
emanating from the international community, or the displaced population is empowered to exercise the 
necessary human rights to allow that population to live and prosper under their own steam. Of course the 
two are not mutually exclusive, and often the two options are utilized together: in the emergency phase of 
displacement, humanitarian aid in the form of food, water, sanitation facilities, shelter, clothing, health 
care and other such assistance is promptly provided to help the displaced to survive in the short term. But 



then, at least in the ideal world, and in theory for most humanitarian organizations, the population is 
encouraged to develop its own coping mechanisms and to build its own shelters, organize itself 
adequately for meeting the needs of the community,  including ensuring the livelihoods and education of 
the population. 
 
Constraints on a refugee’s ability to exercise his or her human rights can take different forms in different 
circumstances.  There is a “refugee life cycle” which begins with the need to flee one’s home – the place 
of habitual residence; continues through a situation of flight, until the displaced can find a safe place to 
stop; to a situation of temporary displacement – which has too often in the past become prolonged and, 
for all intents and purposes, permanent; and then to a situation of stability.  Whether the stability is 
established as a result of a return to a previous home or as a result of settling down in a new place that can 
be called home, with all the sense of belonging which goes with that term, is not so important. What is 
important is the sense on the part of the displaced that their uprooting has come to an end. 
 

FIGURE 1: THE REFUGEE LIFE CYCLE  
AND COMMON CHALLENGES TO SPECIFIC RIGHTS: 
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As is evident from figure 1 most, if not all, human rights of refugees may be threatened during actual 
flight and displacement, when refugees are most vulnerable to threats to their security, physical integrity 
and even their lives. This is particularly serious for women and children, who are often routinely 
subjected to abuse and exploitation, including sexual exploitation.  Fleeing from situations where their 
lives and freedom are threatened by war or persecution, the displaced often are also faced with further 
threats to their safety and physical integrity and importantly, to their family unity, on the road, at border 
crossings and sadly, sometimes even once they have reached the relative haven of a refugee camp or 
settlement. Obtaining enough food and water to survive, as well as securing shelter and protecting 
themselves from injury and disease, are major challenges for the displaced in the first hours and days of 
dislocation. Once they have settled into a temporary settlement, reunited with family members and found 
some semblance of normality, some of their human rights are protected, but challenges remain in areas 
such as the right to work, to freedom of movement, freedom of expression and freedom of association, 
education, justice and other rights, all of which may be severely constrained by their situation of 
displacement.  

Once a refugee or displaced person returns home, or is firmly settled in a new state, the situation usually 
eases.  Unfortunately, though, return, integration or resettlement does not always mean that all challenges 
to human rights disappear. Rather, the rights which are threatened may simply change, so that although 
the returned refugee may no longer have a problem to work legally or to register marriages and births, he 
or she may have difficulty to claim back property abandoned on flight. Or, being resettled to a third 
country, a former refugee may have difficulty to participate in cultural life, due to language and cultural 
barriers, and for some time may be ineligible to participate in government, for example.   

THE CONTEXT:   
The question may arise as to why there is such a focus in this discussion on human rights and the exercise 
of human rights when the topic of the panel relates to fostering a humanitarian culture. This is of course 
because the two concepts are so inter-related, and it is argued here that a humanitarian culture cannot be 
sustainably developed without at the same time promoting and engendering universal respect for human 
rights. And if a humanitarian culture is not sustainable, it is not only not worth attaining; it may well be 
unattainable.  
 
Humanitarianism refers specifically to the promotion of human welfare, the relief of human suffering and 
philanthropy. It is axiomatic – at least within the United Nations and its partners in humanitarian action -  
that humanitarian activities, to be legitimate, must be performed in accordance with the basic principles 
of humanity, impartiality and neutrality. While humanitarian action may be, and often is, done out of 
recognition of the intrinsic value and equality of all human beings, it can sometimes be, and in the past 
has often been, motivated rather by a benevolent but authoritarian sense that the “bestower” of 
humanitarian assistance knows best how to meet the needs of the given population. Often seen as 
paternalistic, such authoritarian assistance does not lead to the empowerment of those who are its subject. 
Rather the opposite – the “object” of the humanitarian assistance is seen as a passive receptor, instead of 
as the all-important “subject” of the humanitarian aid. When a human rights based approach is taken, 
however, the humanitarian aid that is provided is given precisely for the purpose of ensuring the ability of 
the recipients to exercise their own human rights and take responsibility for meeting their own needs.  
Nobody knows better than the displaced people themselves what they need.  There may often – perhaps 
more often than not - be problematic issues regarding how to make equitable decisions about the use of 
resources within a given community, but those issues can be sorted out by putting in place appropriate 
measures for identifying and empowering community leaders and mechanisms that take into account all 
aspects of the community, and do not deliver power over the allocation of resources to a select few. 
Underlying all humanitarian assistance programmes should be a fundamental commitment to the creation 
of just and equitable societies. The challenge, of course, is to encourage the building of such humanitarian 



cultures out of the ashes of injustice and inequality, which are most often the starting points for those who 
must rebuild their societies after war or a period of intense persecution of some elements of society. 

As is evident from the words of the Millennium Declaration, the document from which we are all drawing 
our inspiration for today’s panel, certain fundamental values are essential to the international relations in 
the twenty-first century, including many of the values that are enshrined in the 1948 Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and the many human rights treaties adopted since that time. Most 
importantly, the Declaration spelled out freedom, equality, solidarity, tolerance, respect for nature and 
shared responsibility as the key fundamental values.  These particular values can, therefore, be said to be 
the building blocks from which a humanitarian culture for the 21st century can be fashioned.  

THE PROBLEM IDENTIFIED:  
To come back now to the crux of the matter, why protection rights for displaced children are important 
for building a humanitarian culture, it is necessary to understand how children learn.  While there are of 
course many different ways of learning and as many theories as there are experts, all beyond the scope of 
this paper, it is true that for the most part, children – and not only children, all people who are learning - 
model their behaviour on those they emulate. On the behaviour of those they are most exposed to, most 
often on the behaviour of those who hold status or power in a society.  If children are treated badly, do not 
have their rights respected, and do not observe those with authority over them respecting the rights of 
others, this is how children will learn to behave. This is often observed, for example, in dysfunctional 
communities where gangs or warlords hold sway.   
 
The issue for refugee and forcibly displaced children is that they are exposed, at an early age, to conflict 
or risk of persecution which, by definition, are situations in which the rights of some group or groups in 
society are, at least, not respected, if not actively breached. In many instances, the conflict or persecution 
itself is based on a desire by one group to limit or destroy the rights of another group.  This has been true 
for refugees in the past: recall the European refugees from the Second World War, many of whom were at 
risk of, or suffered persecution at the hands of, the Nazi regime which wanted to limit the rights of Jews, 
of other races, of homosexuals and other non-favoured groups.  To take another European situation, more 
recent, those of Albanian ethnicity in Kosovo province of Yugoslavia were hounded out of their homes, 
had their identity and other documents taken, and were forcibly removed to Macedonia by the majority 
Serb military.  Recall the genocide of Tutsis and moderate Hutus in Rwanda in the mid-1990s, who were 
murdered or hounded out of their country because one group of radical Hutus wished to gain power.  To 
take an Asian example, we need look no further than the Rohingya people of Myanmar, who are denied 
nationality rights in the state in which they were born and have often suffered discrimination and other 
abuses when they have tried to seek asylum elsewhere – the sad stories of the Rohingya boat people being 
pushed off the shores of some states when they have tried to land, and towed out to sea to die without 
food, water or fuel, have been much in the news in recent months. The Muslim Rohingya are not accepted 
in Myanmar on the basis of their ethnicity and religion. The Bhutanese refugees in Nepal have faced a 
similar problem of their right to live in the country in which they were born and to which they have a 
solid connection, on the basis of their ethnicity.  And many of us in this part of the world of course 
remember the Vietnamese boat people of the 1970s and 1980s, who fled political repression.   
 
All of these groups of refugees had or have among them children - children who observe that some people 
are more equal than others, that there are those with power and those without, that some peoples’ rights 
are more important, more respected, more accessible, than others. What is the typical result of these 
observations?  That the children learn there is no equality, little justice and few opportunities for the 
disenfranchised, among whom refugees and forcibly displaced are perhaps the most vulnerable. If 
children accept this lesson, of course these equalities are perpetuated.  That is why, in a nutshell, ensuring 
protection rights for displaced children is not only important, it is indeed essential for building a 



humanitarian culture.  Only by observing and practising the key human rights values identified in the 
Universal Declaration and particularly those emphasized in the Millennium Declaration – freedom, 
equality, solidarity, tolerance, respect for nature and shared responsibility – will a humanitarian culture be 
possible. 
 
This is easy to say, of course, but finding effective ways of fostering these fundamental values in children 
who are in situations of displacement, often in rather dire conditions where basic needs are not all being 
met, is a much more difficult task.  How does the international community, in some cases led by 
UNHCR, go about this? 
 
ONE WAY FORWARD: 
From a theoretical point of view, it is clear that adherence to basic human rights principles and applying 
them in a non-discriminatory way can lead to the development of a humanitarian culture. Of course 
appropriate educational opportunities for children in situations of displacement are key to achieving this 
goal.  Other panelists have addressed, or will address, the issue of education in more depth and with more 
expertise than I am able to bring to the topic. Therefore I would like to concentrate on other sorts of 
initiatives, specifically the use of sports and play, coupled with training in conflict resolution, to help 
children overcome the disadvantages of their displacement and to learn through the experience of playing 
sports to practise and respect the basic values of fairness, tolerance and equality which underlie the 
development of a humanitarian culture. 

In 2006 UNHCR, together with two founding corporate partners, Nike and Microsoft, launched a 
campaign called ninemillion.org.  This online campaign, utilizing the slogan “help them learn, help them 
play” has two primary objectives: to raise greater public awareness of the plight of refugee and displaced 
children through use of the internet, and to raise funds for bringing education, sport and technology to 
these children affected by violence and conflict.  The campaign was launched at a time when the number 
of displaced children in the world was estimated to number about nine million, hence the name.  But 
refugee and displaced numbers have grown considerably since 2006, and if we use the same percentage to 
estimate the number of such children by the end of 2008, it would be closer to 15 million, or almost 
double the original estimate.  This of course makes the success of such efforts even more important.  

 

 

 



Since the launch of ninemillion.org in 2006, many more partners – including supporting corporations 
such as Price Waterhouse Coopers and Proctor and Gamble, and prestigious partnerships such as the 
Clinton Global Initiative - have joined the effort to bring sports, education and technology to refugee 
children.  At the same time, a number of celebrities have joined the initiative to try to bring attention to 
the cause – the Refugee All Stars, a band of Sierra Leonean refugees; Luol Deng, a former refugee who is 
a basketball star in the United States; Angelina Jolie, UNHCR’s perhaps most well-known Goodwill 
Ambassador; to name a few, have all lent their names and their support to the ninemillion.org cause.  The 
results have been impressive, and the campaign is on-going, with many projects planned for the future as 
well, particularly in the most needy areas of Darfur and Iraq through the Educational Partnership for 
Children of Conflict. You can find more information about ninemillion.org through the website.  

For the purpose of demonstrating how helping children play is important to building a humanitarian 
culture, it is useful to concentrate on one small ninemillion.org project, one which has a Korean 
connection, and that is the implementation in Liberia of an annual International Peace Day football 
tournament under the ninemillion.org banner, with funds provided by the Peace Dream Cup Foundation 
of Korea.  This tournament has been successfully held in northern Liberia bringing together communities 
of returnee children, who had been refugees in neighbouring Guinea and Sierra Leone during the long-
running internal conflict in Liberia, and children of those who had remained at home during the war for 
two consecutive years, in 2007 and 2008, to mark the International Day of Peace in September.  Actively 
involving almost 400 children between the ages of 10 and 14 years, just under half of them girls, the 
tournament successfully held games between mixed gender teams who learned to play together and to 
respect each other’s strengths and weaknesses. One innovative rule to make the mixed gender play more 
fair was the “only girls can score” rule, which was implemented in the tournament and proved successful 
in helping the children to play together, cooperatively, as a team. Also involved in the running and 
organizing of the several weeks long tournament were some 39 organizers who helped to manage the 
tournament as well as 48 coaches and managers of the various teams, who were all given training, 
including in coaching and fairly refereeing football matches.  

The final game of the tournament took place on the International Day of Peace, heightening the awareness 
of participants that the objective of the event was to promote peace and reconciliation between the 
communities.  In all, over 2,400 people in six districts in northern Liberia participated by playing, 
organizing or attending the Peace Dream Cup tournament and celebrations in 2008, and a somewhat 
smaller number did so in 2007. Associated with the tournament were special training events, including in 
peer mediation, teaching young people to resolve disputes through negotiation and mediation, rather than 
through recourse to violence.  

Implemented by an NGO specializing in sports, Right to Play, with UNHCR’s support, and funded by the 
Peace Dream Foundation, the tournament and educational activities associated with it in Lofa County 
Liberia successfully allowed children to experience, through their own participation, a fair and equitable 
football tournament.  This experience engendered a sense of community among those who participated 
and succeeded in promoting with the children involved the sense that the fundamental values of fairness, 
equality and tolerance were being respected. From this the children are able to learn that if they respect 
others, they in turn will be respected. If everyone follows the rules, results will be fair. If someone is 
differently abled, rules are in place to ensure that person has a fair shake at playing along with the rest of 
the group. If people disagree, there can be a mediation process to fairly decide how to resolve the dispute. 
All of these values are fundamental to building a humanitarian culture, and all were engendered through 
participation in sports.  This is a very successful innovation which, as part of the ninemillion.org 
campaign, effectively promoted the building of a humanitarian culture in one small corner of the world, 
Lofa County, Liberia. 



 

 

Another ninemillion.org related project, bringing sports and education to Rohingya children in refugee 
camps in Bangladesh likewise assisted disenfranchised refugee children in that country to realize some of 
their pent-up potential, and show them by experience that the values of fair play, equality and tolerance 
can lead to a better situation for everyone.  Although on a smaller scale and, for cultural reasons, the 
project did not focus only on football, as in Liberia, nor did it involve mixed gender teams of both boys 
and girls, the games organized under the UNHCR banner in Bangladesh also reached their objective of 
helping the children involved to learn experientially to live a humanitarian culture. The differences in the 
implementation of the two projects show that, despite cultural and other social factors, such sports and 
play initiatives can be successfully adapted to reach their humanitarian goals in diverse circumstances. 

 
CONCLUSION: 
Why are protection rights for displaced children important for building a humanitarian culture?  Because 
it is only through personally experiencing and practising the basic values underlying a humanitarian 
culture – respect for equality, fairness, tolerance for diversity and responsibility sharing, to name just a 
few -  that they can be truly learned and assimilated, even by those who have suffered indignity and abuse 
of their human rights in the past. And how can such experiential learning be effectively accomplished?  
UNHCR’s experience has shown, through various initiatives under the banner of the ninemillion.org 
campaign, that sports and play, coupled with complementary education and training events promoting 
negotiation and mediation are very effective mechanism to achieve this. 
 
Building a humanitarian culture for the future will only come about if the most disenfranchised people in 
the world – and among these I count refugee and displaced children as perhaps the most challenged – can 
be shown that adopting a humanitarian culture will benefit them. Programmes like the one I described 
above, funded through the ninemillion.org campaign, are a very useful way of stimulating in young 
people, who are the future, the values which will form the foundation of that humanitarian culture.  


