Staff reaction to

the High Commissioner’s CNN interview on 8 March 2002

· Numerous staff-members have contacted Staff Council to express disappointment concerning their understanding of the High Commissioner’s remarks on the “Insight” programme

· Staff Council has been asked to relay to the High Commissioner the concerns expressed by staff-members

Staff members appreciate that the High Commissioner’s remarks –

· are intended to defend the integrity of UNHCR staff at large

· correctly characterize sexual exploitation as a criminal act

· correctly identify poverty as a root cause of vulnerability

· correctly identify underfunding of the World Food Programme as a root cause of vulnerability

However, the High Commissioner’s remarks also –

· appear to imply that exploitation and abuse of power is culturally relative

· appear to imply that the allegations of sexual exploitation are unfounded and that the women and girls concerned are not to be believed

· appear to imply that the advantages gained by submission to sexual exploitation outweigh the harm caused

· appear to imply that refugee women and girls should be grateful for the attention of Western men

· appear to imply that "romances" between aid workers and refugees are difficult to distinguish from allegations of sexual exploitation

Staff-members are also concerned that the High Commissioner’s responses in the interview did not reflect the following –

· UNHCR and its staff have a legal and ethical responsibility to protect refugees from all forms of exploitation

· UNHCR and its staff do not tolerate criminal activity and exploitative behaviour by staff-members, aid workers and others

· Exploitation can arise in any situation where those in positions of power (no matter how marginal that power might be) have the opportunity to prey upon those weaker than themselves

· Refugees live in situations where normal power structures and protection mechanisms are disrupted

· All refugees are equally entitled to protection and assistance

· Do not sufficiently reflect the provisions of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which defines children as under 18 and seeks to protect them from sexual exploitation.

