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Older Refugees: Looking Beyond the 
International Year of Older Persons 

(EC/50/SC/CRP.8)

I. INTRODUCTION

1.         As recalled by the High Commissioner at 
the start of 1999 - the International Year of Older 
Persons in 1999: - "older refugees have been 
invisible for too long". Interviews conducted by 
UNHCR revealed that some have lost not just 
family or belongings - they have lost the very will 
to live. The International Year provided a valuable 
opportunity to look again at the way the mental 
and physical needs of elderly refugees and other 
older persons of concern to the Office may be 
addressed more fully through UNHCR's 
programmes. Acknowledging and making full use of
the potential they offer to their communities has 
also remained an essential component of these 
programmes.

2.         This report first looks back at activities 
linked to the International Year, as outlined in the 
report on older refugees presented to the 
thirteenth meeting of the Standing Committee 
(EC/48/SC/CRP.39). It proposes a UNHCR policy on
older refugees as one of the principal outcomes of 
the International Year (cf. Annex I). The final 
section of this paper provides a brief analysis of 
certain management aspects of UNHCR's activities 
which relate to older refugees. A draft conclusion 
proposed for endorsement by the Standing 
Committee, is contained in Annex II.

II. INTERNATIONAL YEAR OF OLDER 
PERSONS

3.         Activities associated with the International 
Year took place both at Headquarters and in the 
field. Rather than presenting an exhaustive list, 
this report aims to highlight some of the major 
contributions to policy formulation and to improved 
-- and participatory -- service delivery. 

Building awareness 

4.         Promotional and advocacy activities were 
conducted in conjunction with other agencies, 
especially WHO and specialist NGOs, such as 
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HelpAge International (HAI). Such activities varied 
from celebrations in Lukole Camp, United Republic 
of Tanzania, to televising documentaries in Athens. 

5.         Public information materials that were 
prepared during the International Year included 
two videos, one entitled Living in the Shadows and 
featuring the global situation of older refugees. The 
other, Hardship and Courage, was produced in 
Croatia and showed innovative measures offering 
alternatives to the harsh collective centres for the 
frail elderly, as well as support provided to Croatian
Serbs who have returned to their villages. Other 
public information initiatives included a photo-
exhibition at the Visitor Information Centre at 
UNHCR's Headquarters. 

Strengthening participatory service delivery

6.         Initiatives to strengthen UNHCR and 
implementing partner capacity for integrated 
programme planning and implementation included 
technical missions to a range of countries to 
support community service delivery. Regional 
workshops also examined common problems and 
solutions in working with the old. 

7.         UNHCR and the European Community 
Humanitarian Office (ECHO) jointly commissioned a
study of old people in emergencies undertaken by 
HelpAge International (HAI), resulting in The 
Ageing World and Humanitarian Crisis: Guidelines 
for Best Practice. This study had a broader focus 
than purely refugee situations and embraced 
disasters, both natural and man-made. The 
findings of the study, however, were remarkably 
similar in each of the situations examined: 
Bangladesh, Dominican Republic, Rwanda and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Adapting a participatory 
approach, HAI conducted extensive interviews with 
older persons to determine what they saw as their 
needs and resources. HAI concluded, "if invisibility, 
exclusion and powerlessness are common themes 
emerging from the experience of older people, then
consultation, inclusion and empowerment through 
partnership have emerged as the primary 
indicators for best practice". HAI also interviewed 
agencies working in these disaster situations. 
Interestingly, agency perceptions of the priority 
needs of older persons differed somewhat from 
those they themselves identified. Whereas older 
people gave priority to income, agencies 
considered abandonment to be the main problem 
of the elderly.

8.         The major contribution of this study to 
current practice has been the formulation of 
guidelines and indicators for best practice in all 
sectors from health to shelter. These indicators 
constantly reinforce the importance of inclusion of 
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constantly reinforce the importance of inclusion of 
older persons, rather than the establishment of 
separate services. Although the elderly have 
special needs, such as food that is easily digestible, 
most needs can be met within existing 
programmes through appropriate planning. 

Developing a policy

9.         Formulating a policy on older refugees was 
one of the major objectives for UNHCR in the 
context of the International Year of Older Persons. 
It was achieved through wide-ranging consultations
with experienced field staff, those of implementing 
partners, other relevant agencies as well as the 
elderly themselves. The policy is contained in 
Annex I. It is also inspired by the United Nations 
Principles for Older Persons based on the 
International Plan of Action on Ageing[1]. These 
include independence, participation, care, self-
fulfilment and dignity. The HAI Guidelines for Best 
Practice provide a valuable operational complement
to UNHCR's policy.

III. OPERATIONAL RESOURCES

10.        The progress report on statistics and 
registration submitted to the seventeenth meeting 
of the Standing Committee (EC/50/SC/CRP.10), 
contains a section on older refugees (Section II D). 
According to available figures, older refugees 
represent some 8.5 per cent of refugee 
populations. The figures tell little, however, of 
individual hardship and suffering. Typical of many 
others, the case of an old man sitting alone, 
weeping, in a camp in The former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia is one such example. 
Refusing to move and clutching his few, meagre 
belongings, he had indeed lost the will to live. Later
in 1999, an 86 year old woman living by herself in 
Pristina, whose family had moved to Belgrade, was 
brutally beaten by three teenagers. Such images 
are stark reminders of the often invisible but 
poignant situation of older refugees. 

11.        In its ongoing efforts to ensure 
comprehensive and discerning assessment of 
needs, UNHCR uses a range of technical expertise 
to provide support to the field that includes its 
Community Service Officers. Within UNHCR, there 
is a commitment to community services as the 
vehicle for participatory consultative and self-help 
structures and for the identification of and 
assistance to the more vulnerable, including most 
especially the old. Without this input, material 
assistance, no matter how well meaning, can 
hamper or even stifle refugee self-help attempts.

12.        A marked decrease in staffing occurred in 
1998 and early 1999 linked to shrinking budgets, 
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notably for protracted programmes. At the 
beginning of 1998, UNHCR community services 
staffing at all levels was about 90. By the 
beginning of 1999, this had dropped to 71, many 
of whom were staff at the most junior levels. 
However, in two major new operations, Kosovo and
Timor, community services is a strong component 
and staff numbers are again rising. Some 9 
community services posts have been created for 
The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, 
Albania, and the Kosovo operation. Emergency 
deployments have also been activated for East and 
West Timor. The programme in West Timor is a 
good example of the effectiveness of a well-
designed community services programme. The 
population of concern is spread over at least 80 
locations, living in deteriorating conditions that 
were only meant to be temporary. A community 
management structure and network of community 
development workers has been established in the 
camps and are, among other tasks, currently 
identifying all vulnerable persons, including those 
who are aged, abandoned, infirm or in need of 
other services. Additionally these workers who 
know the camps well, will be able to provide the 
population profiles needed to help plan effectively 
for repatriation and local integration.

IV. CONCLUSION

13.        The International Year of the Older Person 
has highlighted the need for a specific Policy on the 
Older Refugee (cf. Annex I) and for its active 
implementation. The policy sets out the parameters
for an integrated approach. It defines the goal to 
be pursued by UNHCR at organizational level, as 
well as the general principles and objectives for 
such an approach, applicable in all refugee 
situations. 

Annex I

POLICY ON OLDER REFUGEES

I. PRELIMINARY OBSERVATIONS

1.         Older refugees make up a larger proportion
of the UNHCR caseload than may be generally 
recognized. It is commonly assumed that older 
people are more likely to choose to stay in their 
place of origin, or, more tragically still, to perish in 
flight or to pine away and die in exile. In fact, older 
refugees make up some 8.5 per cent of the overall 
population of concern to UNHCR, and reach up to 
more than 30 per cent for some caseloads. The 
majority of these older persons are women. The 
definition of an older person adopted by the World 
Health Organization is a person over 60 years old. 
However, the application of this policy will respect 
factors such as life expectancy and cultural norms 
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factors such as life expectancy and cultural norms 
that differ from region to region.

2.         While the plight of older refugees can be 
severe, they should not be seen only as passive, 
dependent recipients of assistance. This policy 
seeks to highlight that older refugees often serve 
as formal and informal leaders of communities; 
they are valuable resources for guidance and 
advice, and transmitters of culture, skills and crafts 
that are important in preserving the traditions of 
the dispossessed and displaced. Older refugees can 
and do make an active contribution to the well-
being of their next-of-kin, and only become totally 
dependent in the final stages of frailty, disability 
and illness. Older persons have taken the lead in 
return to countries as far afield as Croatia and 
Liberia. Older persons can also contribute to peace 
and reconciliation measures. Good programming 
requires that these roles are utilized. Alongside 
these positive aspects, however, are a number of 
needs that characterize the situation of older 
refugees.

II. THE CHALLENGES

3.         Three major problems facing most 
refugees, in particular older refugees, are: social 
disintegration, negative social selection and chronic 
dependency. In the case of the older refugees 
these problems are often compounded.

4.         Social disintegration occurs as the formal 
or informal social support systems erode in periods 
of economic decline or when war, flight, economic 
or security pressures cause the separation and 
dispersal of families. In either case, the number of 
elderly persons in need, and who are left to their 
own resources, increases. In many cases, families 
have had to make painful choices about 
abandonment in order to survive. In Eastern 
Europe, the comprehensive pension, health care 
and social welfare systems have not survived the 
transition to a market economy, which has led to a 
dramatic drop in the standard of living of all those 
who had to depend on welfare provided by the 
State, most especially the old. Elderly internally 
displaced and returnees have been particularly 
affected. Hardest hit are the victims of forced 
displacement who have lost not only their former 
entitlements but also their homes and other 
economic assets. A further aggravating factor has 
been the erosion of traditional support networks. 
Economic decline, social mobility and the pace of 
social change have eroded community values, so 
that the old, in particular older refugees, may no 
longer enjoy the same authority, care and 
attention that they had in the past. In addition, the 
scourges of HIV/AIDS and war have often wiped 
out an entire middle generation, thereby 
contributing further to the disintegration of the 
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contributing further to the disintegration of the 
social fabric; invariably, it is the older refugee who 
is called upon to assume more immediate 
responsibility towards the younger members of the 
family.

5.         Negative social selection occurs when 
refugee camps and collective centres empty over 
time, with those who are young, healthy and able-
bodied the first to depart, leaving behind the 
weaker and more vulnerable members of the 
group, namely the sick, the handicapped, single 
mothers with young children and the elderly. When 
resources are limited, these groups are particularly 
vulnerable. The plight of the elderly is particularly 
tragic. Often they have nowhere to go and no one 
to take care of them. In this way, some collective 
centres in Central and Eastern Europe have 
become geriatric wards in all but name.

6.         This residual caseload of solitary older 
persons, unable to secure State benefits or family 
support, may become dependent on UNHCR for 
long periods of time. Here UNHCR faces a particular
challenge. It must work to ensure that their 
experience of exile is not compounded by poverty 
and destitution, while seeking to avoid chronic 
dependency by helping them regularize their status 
and obtain access to all possible benefits, 
entitlements and rights. This is not an easy task 
where dramatic social and economic change in 
asylum countries has caused a marked decline in 
the living standards of all residents.

7.         A comprehensive policy on elderly refugees
must take into account both these needs and the 
contribution they are able to make, commensurate 
with their age and status.

III. AN INTEGRATED APPROACH

8.         UNHCR's management of refugee 
protection and assistance programmes requires 
that its staff and those of implementing partners 
recognize the different needs and potential of all 
refugees, be they young or old. Their needs are not
well served when, particularly in emergencies, 
refugees are treated as an undifferentiated mass of 
humanity. To ensure that UNHCR's programmes 
become more sensitive to the needs and potential 
contribution of older refugees, a specific policy on 
older refugees is needed.

9.         Older people's needs must not, however, 
be addressed in isolation. They are met normally 
and most effectively within the context of family 
and community of which they are a part. 
Consequently, UNHCR needs to strengthen the 
capacity of families and communities to meet their 
own needs and incorporate older people within 
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them. Thus this policy should be seen as linked to 
the High Commissioner's Policy on Refugee Women 
and the Policy on Refugee Children. Efforts to 
mainstream the policy priorities relating to refugee 
women, children and adolescents, need to be 
extended to the elderly.

10. Older people of concern need to be integrated 
within UNHCR's overall protection and assistance 
programming process. Although often at a 
disadvantage through reduced physical capability, 
older persons are a valuable resource with much to 
offer. The potential contributions of older persons 
must not be overlooked. They are people with a 
wealth of accumulated experience and knowledge, 
well able to participate in decisions and activities 
that affect their own lives and those of their 
families and communities. Efforts on behalf of older
refugees that see them only as vulnerable 
individuals to be fed and sheltered are not 
sufficient; they must be treated as contributing 
members of their communities.

 

IV. ORGANIZATIONAL GOAL

11.        UNHCR's primary goal in relation to older 
refugees is that:

Older male and female refugees, and other older 
persons of concern to the Office, live their latter 
years in dignity and security, contributing actively 
to their families and communities for as long as it 
remains possible for them to do so, and are offered 
care and support if they become physically or 
mentally frail.

V. GENERAL PRINCIPLES

12.        In formulating this Policy, UNHCR re-
affirms its support for the United Nations Principles 
for Older Persons, based on the International Plan 
of Action on Ageing. [2]

VI. OBJECTIVES

13.        On the basis of these Principles, UNHCR 
staff, and those of its implementing partners, 
should endeavour to address the protection and 
assistance needs of older persons of concern to 
UNHCR and ensure their equality of access to all 
measures that will promote their participation and 
well-being. To this end, UNHCR staff will pursue 
the following specific objectives:

Early identification of, and care for, older 
persons with special needs in an emergency; 
The protection of older persons at risk from 
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The protection of older persons at risk from 
neglect and abandonment; 
The regularization of the status of older 
persons so that they can receive benefits to 
which they are entitled; 
The consistent incorporation, from the 
beginning of a refugee situation, of gender 
and age-sensitive protection and assistance 
criteria that will thus be useful for assessing, 
monitoring and addressing the needs and 
vulnerabilities of older persons; 
The improvement of the efficiency and 
effectiveness of protection and assistance 
programmes by ensuring that adequate 
attention is given to the needs and resources 
of all members of the population; 
The improvement of data collection and 
needs assessment in order to have a more 
accurate picture of the refugee population 
and hence more effective targeting of 
programmes for specific age and social 
groups; 
In all phases of programme planning and 
implementation, the role and potential 
contribution of older refugees should be 
borne in mind; in this way, they will have the 
means and opportunities, wherever possible, 
to continue to realize their potential; such an 
approach would also promote better 
community care initiatives for the very old; 
A strengthened community services input in 
UNHCR programmes to ensure effective 
outreach to all refugees, and a holistic 
approach which sees older refugees as part 
of family and community; 
Responsible phasing-out of UNHCR care for 
older persons of concern, through the 
establishment of programmes by local NGOs, 
relevant Government Ministries (not solely 
the Ministry responsible for refugee affairs) 
or in conjunction with international 
development agencies. Such phasing out 
must include a component of capacity-
building of national and local structures, 
where necessary; 
The training of UNHCR and implementing 
partner staff to understand and address 
appropriately, within their areas of 
competence, the specific needs of older 
persons; 
The promotion of awareness of, and response
to, the particular needs of older refugees 
through information strategies directed at the
Governments of both countries of asylum and
countries of origin, donors, NGOs, other 
United Nations bodies and the public at large.

VII. CONCLUSION

14         Older refugees will always have special 
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14.        Older refugees will always have special 
needs, but the High Commissioner does not call for 
addressing the needs of older refugees separate 
from those of other refugees. Indeed UNHCR's 
Policy on Older Refugees has been formulated with 
the hope that future efforts on behalf of older 
persons will have become so well integrated into all 
aspects of protection and programme planning and 
implementation that a separate Policy on Older 
Refugees will cease, in time, to be necessary. 
Commitment to, and due regard for, the 
components of a policy aimed at older refugees are 
pre-requisites for ensuring their participation and 
well-being. Much of what remains to be done for 
older refugees, therefore, can be accomplished 
with the resources normally provided by host 
governments and the international community.

Annex II

DRAFT CONCLUSION ON OLDER REFUGEES

The Standing Committee,

Welcoming the increased attention given to older 
refugees through the United Nations International 
Year of Older Persons (1999);

Noting with satisfaction the various initiatives taken
by UNHCR in the context of the International Year;

Welcoming in particular the formulation of a policy 
on older refugees, as contained in EC/50/SC/CRP.8 
Annex II;

OP1      Endorses the contents of this policy and 
the integrated approach and general principles on 
which it is based;

OP2      Encourages the High Commissioner to 
ensure its full and active implementation;

OP3      Requests to be kept informed on a regular 
basis of progress achieved with respect to UNHCR's 
activities for the benefit of older refugees.

[1] Cf. General Assembly resolution 46/91 of 16 
December 1991

[2] General assembly resolution 46/91, 16 
December 1991.
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