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Note from Co Chair: 

Dear Delegates, 

Syria has become the great tragedy of this century – a disgraceful humanitarian calamity with suffering and 

displacement unparalleled in recent history. 

 
The United Nations High Commission for Refugees this year at VHMUN 6 would like to present to you a 

chance to voice your country’s opinions in a scope of varied stances and possible solutions, which is solid 

ground for engaging discussions. It is, therefore, extremely important to be well researched. Please find as 

much information as you can on this topic, as it will really help you when writing a resolution. Hopefully, 

this Study Guide will be a good start-point for your further research. 

 
However, this background guide is not meant to replace further research and we highly encourage you to 

consider the background guide, Bibliography, and other references suggested as starting points as you 

explore in-depth your countries’ policies regarding these topics. There is a column entitled “Suggested 

Preparation” which has some more tips and resources regarding the same. You are expected to gain an 

overall understanding of the topic, learn the history, understand the current situation, and also determine 

the future outlook. Important factors while doing so: your country’s geography, trade partners, allies, 

enemies, etc. 

 
Best of luck, 

 

Tanvi Nathwani 

Co Chair of UNHCR 

 
About the Committee: 

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees was established on 14 December 1950 

by the United Nations General Assembly, originally to help the Europeans displaced by World War II. The 

office had a three year mandate during which it was supposed to finish its work and then disband. 

However, new problems and emergencies occurred, and any expectation that UNHCR would become 

unnecessary has never resurfaced. The current High Commissioner is António Guterres, and as the head of 

Council, he has to annually report to the General Assembly and Economic and Social Council on the work of 

UNHCR. The role of the Council is to lead and co-ordinate international action to protect refugees and 
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resolve refugee problems worldwide. The UN Agency is mandated to ensure the well-being and respect for 

the rights of people fleeing war and persecution and to facilitate their return home or resettlement. Today 

the UN Refugee Agency has over 9300 staff members in 123 countries trying to help and protect millions of 

refugees, returnees, internally displaced and stateless people. 

 
Mandate: 

The founding document of UNHCR is General Assembly resolution 428 (V), known as the Statute of the 

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (1950). This document clearly states the 

organization’s mandate as: “providing international protection, under the auspices of the United Nations, 

to refugees who fall within the scope of the present Statute and of seeking permanent solutions for the 

problem of refugees by assisting Governments and…private organizations to facilitate the voluntary 

repatriation of such refugees, or their assimilation within new national communities.” The basis for 

UNHCR’s mandate lies in article 14 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), which specifically 

recognizes the right of all individuals to seek asylum in another country. In addition, other fundamental 

documents have shaped UNHCR, including the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, which 

defines the term “refugee” as well as the rights and obligations of refugees, and the 1967 Protocol Relating 

to the Status of Refugees, which expanded the 1951 Convention and UNHCR’s mandate to include refugees 

from conflicts occurring post-1951. UNHCR’s mandate also includes other groups, such as stateless people, 

as defined in the 1954 Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons and the 1961 Convention on 

the Reduction of Statelessness. 

 
Introduction of Topic: 

Definition of Refugee: 

The 1951 Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, signed by 147 countries, defines a refugee 

as a person who flees from their country because they have a “well-founded fear of being persecuted” due 

to their race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion. Refugees 

are forced to leave their country, because their life is in danger, while migrants make a conscious decision 

for economic or other reasons. Refugees have a distinct legal status and need international protection. 

 
The Syrian Civil war has resulted in the largest refugee crises the world has seen since World War II.Since 

the beginning of the protests stemming from the Arab Spring in March 2011, over three million Syrians 

have fled the country, while another 6.5 million have been internally displaced. Although internally 

displaced persons (IDPs) do not fall under the original mandate of the United Nations Office of the High 
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Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), it has expanded the scope of its work to address the protection 

needs of IDPs as well as best able. UNHCR encounters difficulties when helping IDPs, who remain under the 

authority of their state, which is why, despite their best efforts, often refugees are the beneficiaries of 

UNHCR’s efforts. The involvement of UNHCR in Syria has been the agency’s largest operation yet. 

 
The Syrian refugee crisis has grave implications in the region, since most of the three million people who 

have crossed Syria’s borders are now dispersed throughout neighboring countries. The situation has 

become a particular burden for the five main host countries, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey, as 

hosting Syrian refugees has overstretched their infrastructures and budgets. The living conditions of Syrian 

refugees are often poor, as 16% of them live in camps, while the remaining 84% live primarily in urban 

areas, where they are more vulnerable to arrest, exploitation and do not have access to or resources for 

food and housing. 

 
Timeline: 

There were several long-term reasons that fuelled the Syrian conflict, such as political repression, drought 

and economic problems, high level of corruption, state violence and strict censorship. Under the influence 

of the events of Arab Spring, in March 2011, pro-democratic protests broke out in Syria, after some 

students, who painted revolutionary slogans on a school wall were arrested and tortured. These protestors 

were calling for the resignation of the current president Bashar al-Assad. Security forces fired at the 

protesting crowd killing many people, which sparked violence among the demonstrators, escalating in civil 

war. By July 2011 the Free Syrian Army was formed. However, it is not only the rebels fighting President 

Assad's supporters. The rise of radical jihadist groups (Sunni majority against the president's Shia Alawite 

sect) drew the neighbouring states and world powers to interfere too. As the issue remains without a 

resolution, Syrians involved in the conflict claim that it has become more radicalized – Muslim jihadists and 

groups of fighters from Al Qaeda have been demanding a say in leading the resistance. ISIS has also 

invaded Syria with the aim of establishing the Islamic state on its territory. Their violence and radical 

actions resulted in leading war with almost every faction of the Syrian Rebel Army. The most alarming is, 

however, that the weapons are used against civilians. Innocent men are killed or beheaded, while women 

are being kidnapped and raped. According to the UN activists the number of casualties of the conflict had 

reached 220 000 in May 2015. 
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Issues Regarding Topic: 

Migration in Neighbouring Countries: 

Due to the Syrian crisis more than 4 million people were forced to flee their country and more than 7.6 

million were internally displaced. 95% of Syrian refugees are located in the neighbouring states – Lebanon, 

Jordan and Turkey. Besides the fact that the demographics and economies of these countries have been 

altered, they are also struggling to provide basic food and shelter due to funding shortages. In Lebanon, for 

example, there are no official camps, so the refugees are forced to live in sub-standard shelter, such as 

garages and tents. In Turkey, high amount of child refugees have not received any education for the last 

years, therefore the European commission has allocated humanitarian funding in Turkey which now 

enables 7000 Syrian children proper education. Altogether, more than €4.2 billion have been mobilised to 

help displaced Syrians in their own country as well as to refugees and their host communities in the 

neighbouring countries. However, this gesture of solidarity did not solve the long-term problems of these 

countries, as the refugees are still living in extensive refugee camps, which is only a temporary shelter. 

 

 
Migration in the Gulf States: 

The Gulf States – UAE, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar and Bahrain have provided hundreds of millions of 

dollars to support refugees in Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan. Yet, so far, they refuse to open their own 

borders and welcome the refugees. When accused of not taking action, the leaders have been defending 
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themselves by the amount of work visa they have given the Syrians so far - in the UAE hundred thousand 

Syrians and in Saudi Arabia 2.5 million Syrians have come on work visas. 

 
This, however, is not a long-term solution for Syrians. Although they can come and work in these countries, 

if they lose their job, or they want to retire, they are going to be sent back home. 

 
As the Gulf States are not signatories of the UN's 1951 Refugee Convention, those who flee to these 

countries receive no protection, financial support or citizenship. The reasons for such attitude are 

disputable, one of the reasons may be the fear of upsetting the demographic balance in countries like 

Qatar and UAE, where the native population is already in minority. The countries that have so far funded 

the Syrian rebels may fear that among the refugees accepted, Assad loyalists would enter the countries too 

and strike within the Gulf region. 

 
Smugglers: 

Another problem has emerged from this conflict – dangerous, illegal smuggling of refugees to Europe. This 

is due to the very little possibilities for refugees to enter Europe legally. The refugees oftentimes risk their 

lives by putting their future into the hands of profit-seeking criminals. Thousands die enrooted, the proof is 

the body of a three-year-old boy Alan Kurdi, whose body was washed ashore, others end up exploited 

and/or abused. Many European countries have been reintroducing their border controls in fear that 

refugees will pose a threat to their national security or economy. However, the complicated ways to legally 

enter European states have caused the rapid increase in illegal human smuggling. The business is 

flourishing, according to estimates, since the start of the Syrian crisis, the smugglers have earned over one 

billion dollars. This, however, does not only concern Syrian refugees, but migrants of other nationalities as 

well. Although the countries are more than willing to diminish this illegal activity, this cannot be done 

without the introduction of alternative measures. 

 
European Countries: 

The people in the countries refusing refugees oftentimes fear the stereotype associated with terrorist 

being most often of Islamic religion. Moreover, they see them as potential economic competitors, 

occupying free job positions. They believe their taxes will be used to fund the new life of refugees – pay 

their living, food, language course, benefits, etc. The problem is, they cannot see these people as 

contributors to the European economy. In general, it can be said that the population of Europe is ageing. 

New population, of young families with many children would decrease the average age of the population. 
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There would be more people of working age and a new wave of potential, in-the-future-actively-working 

people who would positively contribute to the economic progress. These young people would compensate 

for the older retired generation which is currently massively leaving the labour market. Many of the young 

people arriving in Europe are well-educated people with specialisation in certain fields. The ones that are 

not as educated are willing to take jobs for lower wages, which too would be beneficial for the economy. 

These people should be viewed more as economic contributors than competitors. 

 
Some of the approaches of the European countries are not only an open violation of EU laws, but also a 

violation of basic human rights. Countries worldwide therefore need to get rid of their prejudices and 

mobilise themselves to reach a humane resolution. If not anything else, we have a moral obligation to help. 

Main pillars Europe is built on, such as freedom of movement, are now by being put into practice, 

shattered to pieces. 

 
Sexual and Gender Based Violence: 

Sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) is a threat shared by both refugees and IDPs and is therefore an 

issue of utmost importance to UNHCR, as illustrated in the agency’s publication, “Sexual and Gender-Based 

Violence against Refugees, Returnees and Internally Displaced Persons – Guidelines for Prevention and 

Response.” In the aforementioned document, UNHCR gives the following definition for SGBV: “violations of 

fundamental human rights that perpetuate sex-stereotyped roles that deny human dignity and the self-

determination of the individual and hamper human development,” and “physical, sexual and psychological 

harm that reinforces female subordination and perpetuates male power and control.” 

 
Camp Settings: 

Health and Nutrition 

The health and nutrition-related problems refugees usually encounter in camps include communicable and 

non-communicable diseases, malnutrition, low immunization coverage, mental illness, and a lack of access 

to reproductive health care. The situation differs depending on the country hosting the camp as primary 

health care is granted by national health systems in Iraq and Turkey, and by the RRP in Jordan. Therefore, 

the challenges and priorities differ as well. In Iraq, for instance, the limitation in financial and human 

resources represent the main obstacles to potentially impact the health and nutrition sector. However, 

certain policies and objectives are common to these three countries, such as to improve equitable access, 

quality and coverage to comprehensive primary health care for Syrian refugee women, girls, boys and men, 

and support the capacity of the national health care system to provide health and nutrition services. 
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Water, Sanitation and Hygiene 

The challenges met with water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) stem from pre-existing problems in the 

host countries, namely water shortages due partly to extreme climate, and inadequate water and waste 

treatment. These shortcomings may have negative effects on various sectors such as food production and 

livestock, with the potential to ultimately decrease informal employment in the abovementioned sectors. 

In Jordan, camps are faced with added challenges arising from an increase in water-demanding devices, 

and the cost of water trucking and desludging. In Iraqi camps, some of the measures undertaken to 

improve WASH are implemented through community mobilization to facilitate greater ownership of 

resources. 

 
Urban Settings: 

Livelihoods: 

In order to provide for themselves, Syrian refugees need to have access to the labor market in their host 

country. Unfortunately, in some cases, their refugee status does not allow them to work legally or at least 

make it more difficult for them to find employment. This is particularly true in Iraq, Jordan, and Lebanon, 

since none of them are parties to the Convention relating to the status of Refugees (1951). In Iraq, for 

example, Syrian refugees are allowed to work legally so far as they have a residency permit, but acquiring 

such document can prove to be a challenge in itself. Indeed, residency permits are not provided anymore 
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in non-camp settings since April 2013. The primary areas of concern include the remoteness of locations 

where refugees reside, language skills, tools, capita and increasing intolerance towards Syrian refugees. 

 
Shelter: 

Syrian refugees living outside of camps have several options when it comes to housing. Some of them 

choose to rent homes or apartments, but this raises difficulties on an economic level, as this option 

necessitates the payment of a monthly fee. In order to provide refugees with shelter assistance, the 

UNHCR implemented several strategies, including cash for rent, shelter kits, and weatherproofing. When 

they cannot afford this type of housing, Syrian refugees have to resort to living in collective centers or 

unfinished buildings, where they may sacrifice their privacy and safety. This situation is particularly 

alarming in Lebanon, as this hosting country does not have any camps, and thus all Syrian refugees are 

burdened with the responsibility of finding appropriate shelter. 

 
International Actions Taken: 

Within the United Nations (UN) system, UNHCR is the lead agency responding to the Syrian refugee crisis. 

Originally present in Syria to monitor the arrival of Iraqi refugees in the 1990s, since 2012, UNHCR has 

taken on a leading role in assisting Syrian IDPs as well. Their operations in the field cover non-food items 

(NFIs), shelter, health, cash assistance, and protection among other forms of aid. 

 
UNHCR has been providing humanitarian aid to the Syrian refugees – cash for medicine and food, 

insulation for tents, thermal blankets and winter clothing. By helping the refugees, the Council is hoping for 

reducing the number of these desperate people falling prey to traffickers and smugglers. Thanks to the 

support of donors since January, shelter in camps was provided to more than 460 000 refugees, 1.8 million 

received food aid and 500 000 children were enrolled in schools. 

 
In addition to the UN system and its agencies, international and national NGOs have played an important 

role in the Syrian refugee crisis. With an extensive grass-roots network and knowledge of local 

communities, they represent a considerable partner for UNHCR. Among these organizations, the 

International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) has unlocked a budget of $157 million in order to provide 

humanitarian assistance for both IDPs and Syrian Refugees. The Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) focuses 

mostly on shelter, education, sanitation and hygiene. In 2013, the NRC constructed or rehabilitated 249 

housing units and 91 classrooms, as well as 101 latrines and 200 water points. Other NGOs partnered with 
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UNHCR to provide aid to refugees include Save the Children, Oxfam America, Relief International and the 

International Rescue Committee. 

 
However, The UN Security Council has so far failed to fulfil its function to maintain international peace and 

security and to protect the Syrian people. Although there have been attempts to reach a resolution in the 

Syrian conflict, they have been blocked by certain UN members. There was therefore no successful action 

of the UN in resolving this crisis so far. 

 
Proposed Solutions: 

In September 2015, EU ministers agreed to relocate 120 000 refugees from Italy, Greece and Hungary 

among 23 member states. This plan was approved, despite objections of Czech Republic, Romania and 

Slovakia. The agreement was built upon a previous voluntary quota system for member countries, which 

were called on to resettle 40 000 refugees from Italy and Greece. Critics of this agreement argue, that free 

movement within the Schengen zone will nullify the effect of the national resettlement quotas. 

 
Experts also claim that more aid must be provided to the countries in the Middle East, as they bear the 

primary responsibility for Syrian refugees. 

 
Some policymakers, such as Donald Tusk, have called for the establishment of asylum centres in the Middle 

East and North Africa, to prevent the long and exhausting journeys to Europe and to decrease the amount 

of illegally smuggled refugees to Europe. However, the expected number of applicants at these centres 

could lead to further destabilisation of the fragile states. 

 
Some long-term solutions have been proposed, such as better protection in the affected regions, as to 

minimalize the need to flee the country. Also an increase in the offers to the refugees to permanently 

resettle in Europe, as only a small number of refugees from refugee camps are offered such an option each 

year. 

 
Suggested Preparation: 

More than a domestic issue, the entire region is affected by the Syrian refugee crisis as the strain on 

resources is felt in hosting countries. Indeed, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey are home to three 

million Syrian refugees, putting a strain on the governments and populations of these states. Delegates will 

have to address a wide variety of issues in order to improve the living conditions of Syrian refugees living 

both in urban and camp settings. 
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Delegates are presented here with an unprecedented humanitarian crisis. In an effort to improve the living 

conditions of Syrian refugees, the following questions should be considered: 

- How can UNHCR facilitate access to their services for urban refugees? 

- What mechanisms of participation can be implemented for a better integration of refugees in the camp 

settings?  

- How can SGBV be addressed in different sectors, and how can these efforts be coordinated?  

- What further partnership can UNHCR build with host countries to alleviate their burden?  

- Should there be a quota system, or any other system that involves compulsory admission of migrants? 

If so, what should be the criteria for determining what country admits how many refugees?  

- Should there be any sanctions for countries that refuse the proposed quota system or a similar 

solution? Which ones and why?  

- What improvements, with what resources could be done to the refugee camps?  

- Are the refugees more of economic contributors or economic competitors to the native population of 

the European countries? Why?  

- What measures would help easier integration of refugees in European states? 

Make sure you are well-versed with the following: 

 A summary of your nation's history with the agenda, factors affecting it, possible consequences of it for 

the world, and the current events relevant to it.  

 Your nation's view on the Agenda 

 Solutions proposed by your nation 

 Current action in the United Nations related to the agenda, opposition to them, and alternatives. 

 The stance of at least the key UNHCR nations with regards to the agenda 

Finally, begin formulating innovative solutions that you feel would best solve the issue while maintaining 

each nation's integrity, in the form of Resolutions. Resolutions may draw inspiration from past U.N. 

resolutions, but must not copy consist of only measures proposed in the U.N. in the past. 

Make sure that all your paperwork is appealing to other delegates; it should be easy to read and 

understand, not overly technical, and not too unwieldy. Good paperwork addresses the main points of the 

issue as concisely as possible. 
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