
  3 

ADDRESS OF WELCOME 
K J Keith* 

Your Excellencies, your Honours, Minister, distinguished guests, ladies and 
gentlemen. 

It is my great pleasure to welcome you again to this Conference of the 
International Association of Refugee Law Judges.  I had the privilege of being 
invited to speak at your conference in Berne two years ago when my New Zealand 
colleagues took the initiative, gladly accepted by the members of the Association, 
to go to the antipodes. 

If I may elaborate on my mihi in the formal welcome, I greeted nga rangatira 
– the chiefs – o te ao whanui – of the world – o nga hau e wha – from the four 
winds – from nearly thirty countries on my count with 100 or more visitors 
coming to this favoured land. 

The major attention of this Conference is on the law and on courts, tribunals 
and judges.  I thought that I might step back a little and look at the bigger picture 
and finally say a word or two about New Zealand, picking up on the reference I 
have just made to this favoured land. 

One striking figure is the estimated number of persons of concern who at  
1 January 2002 fell under the mandate of the UNHCR – 19,783,100 or roughly 
Australia's population and five times New Zealand's.  The UNHCR website also 
highlights at the moment three stories among many that do not get into our media.   

First, the Great Lakes.  In the few days before 15 October, 9,000 Congolese 
refugees had arrived in Burundi, fleeing the fighting in the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, and Rwanda was fearing an influx as well.  At the same time an 
increasing number of Burundis were fleeing their own war-torn country for 
Tanzania which this year has received over 17,400 refugees from that country. 
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Next, to Colombia where the numbers of refugees and internally displaced 
persons are increasing very rapidly.  It is believed as many as 2,000,000 people 
have been forced from their homes since 1995.  Colombia is home to various 
irregular armed groups that have a tendency to target anyone suspected of 
collaborating or sympathising with an opposing group, without taking into 
account if this collaboration is real, voluntary or forced.  These armed groups also 
forcibly recruit young people, including minors, and resort to kidnapping and 
extortion both as a form of persecution and intimidation, as well as to finance 
their activities. 

Some of those issues are also being addressed by the ICRC and by a Dutch 
colleague of mine who spoke here just a week or two back, Frits Kalshoven, to 
see in his case whether an inquiry into some of the alleged breaches of 
international humanitarian law might be launched. 

The third story is also from Africa.  (I don't mention Asia or Europe since 
those stories which involve two-thirds of the 20,000,000 people do tend to get 
covered here.)  It is from the Ivory Coast.  Hundreds of thousands of people – 
Ivorians, immigrants and refugees – have been displaced in the wake of the 
attempted coup on September 19.  Some have crossed the borders, including 
nationals of neighbouring countries like Mali, Burkina Faso and Guinea who have 
been returning home amid rising xenophobia in Côte d'Ivoire. 

Within the country, thousands of people continue to be displaced daily.  More 
than 200,000 have been driven out of their homes in the central city of Bouaké, 
along with several thousand more in the southern commercial centre of Abidjan.  
People are leaving en masse out of a combination of fear, hunger and poverty. 

Those numbers, like the current 20 million and the 50 million the UNHCR has 
helped over the 50 years of its existence, help put the situation in this country into 
perspective.  The number of applicants here in recent years has grown a great 
deal, for instance from 27 in the whole of 1987, but it is at most 2,000 per year – a 
per capita figure similar to Australia's and, thinking of last year's conference, only 
about a tenth of the Swiss per capita figure.  The number we take under the 
UNHCR resettlement scheme is 750 a year, a figure which ranks us with Canada 
at the top of that scheme on a per capita basis.  I return to the value of those 
people to New Zealand at the end. 

Before I do that I wish to make just two other points about the very large 
international scene. 
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The first is to mention the actions last December by the Parties to the 1951 
Convention and this month by the Executive Committee (including New Zealand) 
to renew their commitment to the Convention and to adopt a Programme of 
Action and an Agenda for Protection.  Given the great concern that was being 
expressed in various parts of the world about the Convention, particularly since  
11 September, and about the need to scale back its obligations, that worldwide 
support is most encouraging. 

The final international matter I wish to mention is the related role of the 
ICRC.  I do that principally because of the complementary role of the two bodies 
based on their commitment, going back in the case of the ICRC to 1863, to 
humanity.  The outstanding UNHCR publication The State of the World's 
Refugees marking the 50 years of the High Commissioner's office and a recent 
issue of the International Review of the Red Cross with the same purpose 
elaborate the connections at length.  A number of the authors of those publications 
are here today.  Let me mention some of the connections. 

It was the ICRC which in 1921 appealed to the League of Nations to assist 
over one million Russian refugees displaced during the Russian civil war.  The 
League responded by appointing Fridtjof Nansen, the famous polar explorer, as 
High Commissioner on behalf of the League for those refugees, later extended to 
others including Greeks, Bulgarians and Armenians.  His budget was £4,000!  
With the then newly established International Labour Organisation he helped 
around 60,000 refugees to find work. 

I move forward thirty years to the formation in 1951 of the UNHCR, again 
urged by the ICRC.  The ICRC message of May 1950 to governments began with 
this stark reminder 

Of all victims of the recent war, none, since the Armistice, have endured greater 
hardships than the refugees and none have been more hardly dealt with.  Up to the 
present they have had, like civilians in general, the protection of no International 
Convention. 

To quote the present President of the ICRC, Jacob Kellenberger, that body 
was calling both for the development of legal norms and the formation of a body 
able to act on behalf of persons in need.  As he says, the essential purpose was 
humanitarianism; one essential means was international law. 

The Soviet Union and its satellites boycotted the negotiations and the United 
States wanted a strictly defined temporary agency.  The new body shared 
important characteristics with the ICRC – its work was to be of an entirely non-
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political character; it was to be humanitarian and social; and, as a rule, it was to 
relate to groups and categories of refugees.  There followed in July 1951 the 
Convention, now binding on 144 states, which is to be seen in the context of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, the Genocide Convention of 
1948 and the four Geneva Conventions of 1949, now accepted by 190 states. 

To come to the present day, both Mr Kellenberger and Mr Lubbers stress their 
profound obligation to maximise the impact of their organisation's limited 
resources through cooperation and contemporary action.  The sad fact is that wars 
– the ICRC's raison d'être – cause involuntary population movement, beyond the 
country and within it.  The two bodies have to work together and suffer real losses 
in their increasingly dangerous humanitarian work.  Mr Lubbers makes the point 
in a concrete way: 

Over the past few years, we have seen dear friends and colleagues brutally 
murdered in remote locations such as Mugina, Novye Atagi, Atambua, Macenta, 
Kimpese and Bunia.  It is too easy to say that these committed humanitarians gave 
their lives to lessen the suffering of others. The lives of our colleagues were not 
given willingly, rather they were cruelly and unfairly taken, leaving their families 
and loved ones devastated and wounded in ways that never heal.  I would like to 
dedicate this volume to their memory and, in doing so, call for a redoubling of our 
collective efforts to enhance security and respect for the lives of all humanitarian 
workers.  We cannot protect refugees and the victims of war if we lose our own 
lives in the effort. 

To conclude, I come back to my earlier reference to this being a favoured 
land.  It is favoured in so many ways.  We who live here are so fortunate.  The 
particular favour I wish to emphasise is that provided by the refugees who have 
made their homes here.  There is an excellent book by Anne Beaglehole A Small 
Price to Pay which tells some of the stories of the 1930s Jewish refugees. The 
Small Price was of course being in New Zealand in the 1930s and 40s but without 
access to the opera each night compared with being dead.  Daniel Snowman has 
just published a similar book for the United Kingdom, The Hitler Emigres.  Its 
thesis is that far from eliminating the cosmopolitan culture he abhorred, Hitler 
was instrumental in spreading it worldwide.  Snowman tells the story of refugees 
who made their mark on Britain's postwar intellectual and cultural life. 

I think of just two of the New Zealand refugees one of whom I was privileged 
to know.  His stepfather was a great Viennese architect who returned to practice 
there in the 1950s but not before he had designed at least one major commercial 
building, just along Lambton Quay, and designed private houses of style and 
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utility well suited to Wellington's topography and climate.  The son was one of 
our great public servants and supporter of the arts.  He became Secretary to the 
Treasury.  He was a professor of public policy at the University and he made real 
contributions to sculpture in the streets and parks of Wellington.  That 
contribution is marked by a splendid sculpture, the Navigator, behind this building 
and the Beehive and facing the Treasury Building where he worked so well for the 
country which gave him refuge.  That is a particular and spectacular manifestation 
of the great value to countries which meet their basic humanitarian and legal 
obligations to protect fellow humans from persecution.  Meeting those obligations 
favours everybody. 

It is now my happy duty to declare the conference open and to wish you every 
success, not just here in the conference discussions, but beyond, in meeting your 
fellows, making new friends and seeing something of this favoured land. 
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