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During the anniversary, 
Judith 
KUMIN 
– the director of the 
European Office of 
the United Nations 
High Commissioner 
for Refugees  - spoke 
during an interview for 
„Refugee.pl” about the 
historical role played by 
this UN agency, about 
the never-ending torrent 
of refugees, who require 
constant help, about 
new challenges facing 
the UNHCR, and also 
about why every High 
Commissioner dreamt 
about... quitting their job 
as soon as they could.

60 years ago, on December 1950, the General Assembly of the UN adopted resolution 428, which 
established a special agency. It focused on helping millions of displaced people, who were forced 

to abandon their motherlands during World War II. At first, the agency was set up for a three year 
period, however its’ mandate was regularly renewed, and the range of its’ responsibilities considerably 

expanded. From the day it was first established, the UNHCR has helped over 50 million refugees...

REFUGEE.PL: It’s been 60 
years since UNHCR was es-
tablished. What is the great-
est achievement of this UN 
body? 
JUDITH KUMIN: UNHCR was es-

tablished in 1951 in the shadow of the 
Second World War. It started its life as 
a European institution of the Cold War 
era, but over time it has become an insti-
tution of global relevance. Tens of mil-
lions of refugees have been able to start 
new lives thanks to UNHCR. 

From my point of view, the organiza-
tion’s greatest achievement is that it has 

been able to maintain a strictly humani-
tarian and non-political posture, and to 
keep refugee protection largely free from 
political considerations. As a result, we 
have been able to help victims of forced 
displacement in a succession of changing 
environments – from the Cold War, to 
decolonization and liberation movements 
in Asia and Africa, through turbulent pe-
riods of conflict in Indochina and Central 
America, the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union and of Yugoslavia, and the new 
types of protracted internal conflicts with 
spill-over to neighbouring countries that 
we have continued to witness since the 
1990s. 

When UNHCR was created, it was 
initially given just a three-year life-span. 
Then the organization’s mandate was 
renewed every five years. On the occa-
sion of UNHCR’s 50th anniversary in 
2001, the UN General Assembly finally 
gave it a permanent mandate. Of course 
this is not something to be proud of. We 
would like nothing better than to be able 
to say that the world’s refugee problems 
have been solved, that there is no longer 
a need for a UN refugee agency to exist. 
Every High Commissioner dreams of 
closing up shop. Sadly, we have seen just 
the opposite over the past 60 years: the 
proliferation of increasingly complicated 

situations which force people from their 
homes. In this context UNHCR’s greatest 
strength is its flexibility, and its capacity 
to respond quickly in almost any situa-
tion.

How has UNHCR’s activity 
changed since the beginning? 
How have you – if ever 
– changed the way you help 
people? 
Being a refugee is like living in limbo. 

The ultimate goal of all UNHCR inter-
ventions is to find lasting solutions for 
the people we serve – whether through 
safe and voluntary return to their homes 
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or by enabling them to start a new life 
somewhere else. This has remained 
a constant over the past 60 years. But 
there have been many changes. 

First of all, while UNHCR was cre-
ated to protect refugees, that is, people 
who are outside their country of origin 
and are unable to return home because of 
a well-founded fear of being persecuted, 
today the organization has a much wid-
er mandate. Over the years the interna-
tional community has asked UNHCR to 
expand its scope, for instance to former 
refugees who have returned home but 
need help to reintegrate, and to stateless 
persons – persons who are not consid-
ered by any state as their citizens. Per-
haps the biggest change has come more 
recently, with the international commu-
nity’s request to UNHCR also to engage 
in situations of internal displacement, 
that is, where conflict causes people to 
f lee but they remain within the borders 
of their own country. Consideration is 
now being given to defining more clear-
ly UNHCR’s role with respect to victims 
of natural disasters, such as f loods and 
earthquakes.

A second change has been UNHCR’s 
increased engagement in situations 
where violence and conf lict are contin-
uing, such as in Afghanistan or Iraq or 
the Democratic Republic of Congo. In 
the early years, UNHCR worked only 
with refugees once they had crossed an 
international border and were in a safe 
place. Now we have a large proportion 
of our staff working 
in very remote and 
often dangerous ar-
eas. At the same time, 
humanitarian space 
has been narrowing 
and aid workers – in-
cluding UNHCR staff 
– are often at risk. 
Sometimes they are even direct tar-
gets of parties to the conf lict. This has 
changed the way we work. We have to 
attach much more attention to security 
considerations.

A third change has been the realiza-
tion of the need to reach out to the peo-
ple we care for, and especially to refu-
gee and displaced women. For many 
years, UNHCR worked through refu-
gee leaders who were invariably men. 
However, it is now clear to all of us that 
women are essential to making sure 
that aid reaches the most vulnerable 
members of any community. Women 

are also impor-
tant to any peace-
building process. 
UNHCR now em-
ploys many more 
female staff, in an 
effort to engage as 
much as possible 
with refugee and 
displaced women.

The situation of refugees has 
not improved over the years. 
On the contrary, due to many 

drawn-out conflicts there are 
always people who need your 
help and the number of them 
is growing. How do you pursue 
your policy in order to help all 
refugees who are in need? Are 
you thinking of transforming 
the way you operate? Do you 
plan any improvements?
The number of refugees and internal-

ly displaced people worldwide directly 
correlates to the number and intensity 
of conflict situations. Rising numbers 
of refugees are indicative of a failure of 
political actors to prevent conflicts and/
or to resolve them. As a non-political, 
humanitarian organization, UNHCR is 
expected to act when the damage is al-
ready done and people have been forced 
to f lee. Traditionally 
it was expected that 
we would help peo-
ple living in refugee 
camps until they 
could return safely 
home.

Un f o r t u n a t e l y, 
what we see today is 
that there are more 
and more protracted 
conflicts, conflicts 
which have no end 
in sight, and they are 
creating displaced populations spread 
all around the globe. In this environ-
ment, asylum space is shrinking. Coun-
tries are increasingly reluctant to open 
their doors to refugees when they can-
not foresee a time when they will go 
home. The three conflicts that are cur-
rently producing the largest proportion 
of refugees, Afghanistan, Iraq and So-
malia, are of such a nature. It is striking 
that one can find Somali refugees today 
in more than 50 different countries. 
Traditional approaches to refugees do 

not suit these ‘globally displaced’ popu-
lations.

Moreover, even though people still 
tend to think of refugees as living in 
camps in rural areas, more and more 
refugees and displaced people are living 
in cities. The ‘urbanization’ of displace-
ment is also posing new challenges for 
us. We are working to devise the best 
ways of delivering aid to refugees who 
are living in big cities like Cairo or 
Nairobi, rather than in camps. We are 
testing new methods, such as deliver-
ing cash grants to refugees using ATM 
cards.

How do you see the role 
of UNHCR Goodwill 
Ambassadors? Is it an 

important 
addition to 
UNHCR’s work? 
We know their 
role is to attract 
media interest 
to war conflicts 
and UNHCR 
actions, but does 
it translate into 
any particular 
benefits for you?

Refugee protec-
tion depends on 

broad support for the institution of 
asylum, at all levels of society. Tradi-
tional communications channels are not 
enough. It is vitally important for us to 
reach out to people to explain why asy-
lum is still necessary in the 21st century. 
We need to combat intolerance, racism 
and xenophobia at all levels. When peo-
ple are aware of the plight of refugees 
they will be more welcoming toward 
them. 

Goodwill Ambassadors are popular 
figures able to get messages to people 

Every High Commissioner dreams about 
closing up shop. Unfortunately, for the 
past 60 years we have been witnessing 
something of a totally opposite effect: 
there are more and more complicated 
conflicts, which are forcing people to 

abandon their own homes.

The urbanization of the displaced 
places before us new challenges. 

We are trying to work out, as best as 
we can, an aid distribution system 

for refugees, who live in large cities 
(for example Cairo, or Nairobi) as 

opposed to refugee camps. We are 
testing new methods, such as the 

distribution of financial aid with the 
help of ATM cards.

Obóz dla uchod!ców z Zimbabwe w Republice Po"udniowej Afryki, fot. unhcr

The recipients of UNHCR help are very often also children. O#rodek dla uchod!ców w Somali, 2009 r., fot. unhcr

60 YEARS 
of UNHCR



3

We must always be vigilant, and 
constantly expose the problems of the 
refugees. We must always repeat, that 
refugees do not pose a threat, but on 

the contrary, refugees are the ones 
who are continuously threatened.

The greatest challenge facing the 
UNHCR is guaranteeing refugees, 
that anywhere they go, they will 
always be greeted with an open 

door.

Judith Kumin, dyrektor  Biura Europejskiego UNHCR.

who might not read the daily newspa-
per. UNHCR’s most popular Goodwill 
Ambassador, Angelina Jolie, helps us to 
reach out to young people. Other Good-
will Ambassadors are key figures in the 
fields or sport or music can reach differ-
ent audiences.

I will not hide the fact that we also 
need the help of Goodwill Ambassadors 
for fund-raising purposes. Most people 
do not know that UNHCR is funded 
almost entirely through voluntary con-
tributions – mostly from states, but also 
from foundations, corporations and pri-
vate individuals. As an organization that 
lives from voluntary support, we need to 
stay in the limelight and to inform the 
world about what we are doing. 

But most importantly, we also need 
visibility for the refugees themselves. 
We need constantly to explain that ref-
ugees are not a threat, they are people 
who are themselves threatened.

There were some sex scandals 
over UNHCR a few years ago. 
Do you have all these problems 
behind you now? 
How can you 
better protect 
refugees from 
such abuses? 
How can you 
prevent similar 
situations in the 
future?
UNHCR has introduced a zero-toler-

ance policy on sexual exploitation and 
harassment and has put several instru-
ments in place to prevent incidents and, 
if they happen, to detect and stop them. 
Our Code of Conduct promotes the 
highest standards of ethical and pro-
fessional behaviour. All staff members, 
volunteers, consultants and interns are 
obliged to sign the document. Moreo-
ver, each UNHCR office is required to 
hold annual refresher sessions to make 
sure that everyone has the same under-
standing of ethical behaviour.

If incidents nevertheless occur, staff 
members and refugees of UNHCR have 
several contact points, including our 
website, for reporting or filing com-
plaints in full confidentiality.

What are the biggest obstacles 
which hinder UNHCR’s aid to 
refugees nowadays? Are they 
different from those in the 
past?
I alluded to this earlier. Today, we 

are working much more often in zones 
of conflict. Our staff have to be trained 
to operate in increasingly dangerous 
environments, and to cooperate with 
a multitude of military and civilian ac-
tors. One of the biggest challenges is the 
fact that the traditional distinction be-
tween military and humanitarian action 
has become blurred. 
Military actors often 
are involved in recon-
struction projects or 
aid distribution and 
the local population 
sometimes cannot 
distinguish between 
the various actors and the roles they play. 
This poses a risk to humanitarian work-
ers. Over 30 UNHCR employees have 
been killed in the line of duty since 1987.

What has also changed is the speed 
with which humanitarian emergencies 
are evolving and the magnitude of those 
emergencies. We have had to develop 
rapid response mechanisms, so that 
emergency situations do not turn into 
humanitarian disasters. UNHCR at any 
given time has relief items for 500,000 
people in stock and can deploy emer-
gency teams within 72 hours anywhere 
in the world.

What are the biggest 
challenges currently faced by 
UNHCR?
People are on the move today for 

a variety of reasons, which are often in-
tertwined: war, political instability, and 
human rights violations often go hand in 
hand with lack of livelihood opportuni-
ties, scarcity of natural resources, severe 
destitution and deprivation and even the 
consequences of climate change. Migra-
tion can no longer be clearly categorized 
as either voluntary or forced. I have no 
doubt that dealing with this ‘mixed’ mi-
gration is the biggest challenge we cur-

rently face.
At the same 

time host coun-
tries – especially 
in the developed 
world – are less 
welcoming. Pro-
tection space is 
shrinking. We see 

increasingly restrictive asylum policies. 
Asylum-seekers are often perceived and 
treated as a potential threat. UNHCR is 
concerned about the increase in deten-
tion of asylum-seekers and decreasing 
material and legal assistance. 

All of this is happening during an 
economic crisis, where industrialized 
countries are cutting back their expens-
es for humanitarian aid that would be 
needed to alleviate the situation of peo-
ple in crisis regions and prevent f light 
movements. Meanwhile, the develop-
ing world continues to host more than 
80% of the global refugee population. In 
short, the biggest challenge is to make 
sure that the welcome mat stays out for 
refugees the world over. 

How do you think UNHCR 
will evolve? What role will it 
play in 10 or 20 years’ time? 
UNHCR can advise the international 

community about the needs and suggest 
where our expertise can be put to use, 
but the final decision is with the UN 
General Assembly and our own govern-
ing body, the UNHCR Executive Com-
mittee, which consists of representatives 
from 79 countries.

How UNHCR evolves will no 
doubt ref lect the evolution of forced 
displacement. Refugees and state-
less persons are at the core of  

UNHCR’s mandate. 
But we have already 
taken on very broad 
responsibilities in 
cases of conflict-in-
duced internal dis-
placement.

D i s p l a c e m e n t 
caused by natural disasters is not part 
of our mandated responsibilities, but 
in past years, several major natural 
disasters have occurred in our opera-

UNHCR calendar
1951 – the primary task of the UNHCR was helping refugees, mainly Euro-
peans, forced to abandon their homes during World War II (1935–1945).

1956 – after the suppression of the Hungarian Revolution more than 200 
thousand inhabitants fled their country. The UNHCR was involved in helping 
people immigrate and assimilate in a new environment.

1958 – during the Algerian War, the Office helped over 200 thousand refu-
gees, who fled their country. This was the first major African operation.

1960 – the beginning of decolonization was the precursor to bloody con-
flicts,  significant migrations of Africans, and permanently tied the Office 
with the African continent.

1970 – one of the most dramatic UNHCR actions: helping over 10 million 
Bengalese citizens, who were fleeing to India, because of Pakistani persecu-
tion.

1979 – the beginning of the great Afghan exodus, which affected over 
6 million people. Most of them fled to Pakistan, where they stayed in UN 
refugee centers.

1980 – throughout the entire decade the UNHCR helped over 2 million 
refugees from Mozambique. Many of them, returned to their country in the 
early 1990’s

1991 – the Persian Gulf War. 1.5 million Kurds took refuge in UNHCR cent-
ers, during the armed conflict.

1993 – once again the UNHCR had work to do in Europe: as a result of the 
Balkan Crisis almost 3 million people were forced to flee their homes.

1994 – the Rwandan genocide triggered a wave of refugees in Africa. With 
the help of the UNHCR they could find shelter in camps in The Republic of 
Zaire and Tanzania.

2003 – over 2,2 million Iraqis fled their country, after the US invasion of 
Iraq. Many refugees found shelter in UNHCR centers.

(AK) source: unhcr.org 

tional areas, such as the Asian tsunami 
in 2004, the 2005 earthquake in Paki-
stan and this year’s f loods in Pakistan 
and in Benin. Where we are already 
present and have the capacity to help, 
we of course not only assist the affected 
refugee populations but also their host 
communities. 

In the light of this experience  
UNHCR stands ready to assist in natu-
ral disasters if no other agency has the 
local presence or capacity to do so, and 

on the condition that we get additional 
funding for such operations. UNHCR 
will definitely not carry out general hu-
manitarian relief operations at the ex-
pense of its core mandate.

I expect that issues of mixed migra-
tion and of displacement caused by 
natural disasters and climate change 
will preoccupy UNHCR for years to 
come.

Interviewer: Adrian KONDASZEWSKI
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Refugees in photographs 
of Iranian photographer

BABAK SALARI

Afghanistan, Zaranj, living conditions of IDPs in a camp organized by the UN. Many Afghans 
were displaced from the north to the southwest of the country, after the US occupation 
of Afghanistan.

Baghdad Iraq: Iraqi children are victims of the US occupation of Iraq, which began with the toppling 
of Saddam Hussein in 2003. In this photo, children of jobless Iraqis with their families in front of the US 
administration office.

Pakistan, Peshawar, Charat Camp, young women in Rawa’s orphanage. Baghdad, Iraq, Internally Displaced People’s (IDPs) were living in government facilities without any basic utilities 
(power,  water, gas). Most of the buildings were destroyed at the time of the war lead by the US army.

Afghanistan, Afghanistan, refugees from an ‘I.D.P.’ (Internally Displaced People’s)  camp, standing in line at Medicines de Monde 
clinic, (refugees trapped inside the borders of their own country are labeled Internally Displaced Persons by the United Nations).

Afghanistan, 8 year old child, fatherless,  
living in a house with five Afghans  
without the basics necessary for survival.
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Babak SALARI – an Iranian photogra-
pher and educator. His documentary projects 
cover: Iranian artists in exile, matriarchal na-
tive Mexican communities, gays and transves-
tites living in Cuba, and also those displaced 
by war in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Pal-
estine and Lebanon. Babak’s work has been 
published in many journals and presented on 
the international arena, this includes: The Na-
tional Art Gallery in Sofia (Bulgaria), The Mac-
edonian Museum of Contemporary Art, Centro 
Historico in Merida (Mexico). He was awarded 
with many prizes, including a Gold Addy from 
the American Ad Federation in 2004 for his 
work Locating Afghanistan.

www.babaksalari.com

Baghdad, Iraq, Internally Displaced boy , in front of his family tent donated by UN. Many Iraqis, after the US lead occupation of Iraq, were living in tents, 
without the basics necessary for survival.

Afghanistan, Zaranj, living conditions of IDPs children in a camp organized by the UN.

Baghdad Iraq: Iraqi jobless man is showing birth certificates of his children. 

Iraq, Baghdad, Haifa club, displaced Palestinian refugees in 2004, after the US lead 
occupation of Iraq. The Palestinian community with the UN’s assistance was able 
to organize a refugee camp in Haifa Football club in Baghdad. Those who lost their 
jobs and became homeless are forced to survive on the bare minimum. At times up to 
12 people live in one tent.

Afghanistan, seven year old refugee child suffering from 
severe trauma caused by witnessing her father’s death 
after the US lead Occupation of Afghanistan.

1. International organisations
The Office of the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees
Al. Szucha 13/15, flat 17
00-580 Warszawa
Tel.: (022) 628 69 30
www.unhcr-rrbp.org/poland
International Organisation for Migration
ul. Mariensztat 8
00-302 Warszawa
Tel.: (022) 538 91 03
E-mail: iomwarsaw@iom.int
www.iom.pl

2. Social aid, advisory, information
Polish Humanitarian Organisation
Refugee Counselling Center
ul. Szpitalna 5/18
00-031 Warszawa
Tel.: (022) 828 88 82
E-mail: pah@pah.org.pl
www.pah.org.pl
Polish Migration Forum Foundation
www.forummigracyjne.org
“Ocalenie” Foundation
ul. Ordynacka 9/21
00-364 Warszawa
Tel.: (022) 828 50 54
E-mail: fundacja@ocalenie.org.pl
www.ocalenie.org.pl
The Fu Shenfu Migrant Centre
ul. Ostrobramska 98
04-118 Warszawa
Tel.: (022) 610 02 52
E-mail: osrodek@migrant.pl
Foundation of Education and Creativity 
ul. !w. Miko"aja 9
15-419 Bia"ystok
Tel.: (085) 742 40 90
Caritas Poland – Center of Support for Migrants 
and Refugees
www.migranci.caritas.pl
Caritas of Lublin Archdiocese
ul. Prymasa Stefana Wyszy#skiego 2
20-950 Lublin;
Tel. / Fax: (081) 743 71 86 (ext. 310)
E-mail: migranci@kuria.lublin.pl
Caritas of Zielonogóra and Gorzów Diocese
ul. Wojska Polskiego 140
69-100 S"ubice
Tel.: (095) 737 40 06
Fax: (095) 737 40 07
Caritas of Legnica Diocese
ul. Doma#skiego 12
59-900 Zgorzelec
Tel./ Fax: (075) 77 16 561
Caritas of Bia!ystok Archdiocese
ul. Warszawska 32
15-077 Bia"ystok
Tel. / Fax: (085) 732 55 53
Caritas – Center of Support for Migrants  
and Refugees
ul. Warszawska 15
21-500 Bia"a Podlaska
Tel./ Fax: (083) 342 07 96

3. Legal aid
The Halina Nie" Legal Aid Centre
ul. Krowoderska 11/7
31-141 Kraków
Tel.: (012) 633 72 23
e-mail: biuro@pomocprawna.org
www.pomocprawna.org
The Jagiellonian University Human Rights 
Centre
Al. Zygmunta Krasi#skiego 18
30-101 Kraków
Tel.: (012) 427 24 80
www.opc.uj.edu.pl
The Polish Rule of Law Foundation
ul. Chopina 14/84
20-023 Lublin
Tel: / Fax: (081) 743 68 05
Tel: / Fax: (081) 532 40 69
Association for Legal Intervention 
ul. Al. 3-go Maja 12 lok. 510
00-391 Warszawa
Tel.: (022) 621 51 65
www.interwencjaprawna.pl
Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights
ul. Zgody 11
00-018 Warszawa
Tel.: (022) 828 10 08
www.hfhrpol.waw.pl
Faculty of Law and Administration Warsaw 
University
Law Advice Centre
ul. Krakowskie Przedmie$cie 26/28
00-325 Warszawa
Tel. / Fax: (022) 552 43 18
Tel.: (022) 552 08 11
e-mail: klinika@wpia.uw.edu.pl
www.klinika.wpia.uw.edu.p
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Cowardice exercise’, this is how Yoani 
Sánchez defined her web activity. This 
humble, seemingly ordinary woman de-

cided to perform in the virtual space something 
she would never have the courage to do in real-
ity. Today, she’s the most famous Cuban blogger 
around the world..

It was 2007. From her balcony, Yoani watched 
people struggling as always to get their hands on 
something to eat. Influenced by an ‘unsound 
spring anxiety’, she sat in front of her laptop and 
began blogging about Cuban everyday life, the 
one that the government propaganda remains 
silent about. This form of private therapy, as 
described by Yoani, soon produced a backlash 
around the world. Yoani overcame the com-
mon lack of access to the Internet on the island 
thanks to her good informatics knowledge and 
friends who supported her outside of Cuba.

Her blog posts, spiced with a dose of black 
humour, evaluate absurdities of Cuban life: 
smothered private enterprise, growing grey mar-
ket, food rationing and queues for it, censorship 
and classes at her son’s school, where the teach-
er speaks from a television screen. And about 
the harm done to Cuban citizens by the regime, 
changing them into indifferent opportunists.

Yoani attempts to wade through the labyrinth 
of words in a way to make her stories clearly under-
stood and to persuade the readers to think. She’s 
disgusted by the arrogance of intellectuals trapped 
in concepts and philosophical dilemmas. Despite 
the fact, she herself was named among the first ten 
most influential intellectuals of the Ibero-American 
world in 2008. The same year, ‘Time’ magazine 
listed her as one of the world’s 100 most influential 
people. Yoani has been also awarded Ortega y Gas-
set prize for digital journalism. She couldn’t receive 
it as she was denied permission to leave the coun-
try. El Comendante took care of it.

Yoani’s case demonstrates how much a sin-
gle person can work out, thanks to their persist-
ence and determination (‘in certain situations 
even the less important individual can bring 
about a tsunami just by putting their finger into 
the water’). Even though some doubt the Cu-
ban’s real existence (even a copy of her identity 
card uploaded on the website doesn’t help), the 
power of those who were willing to listen to her 
is enormous. There’s been a strong international 
community formed around the ‘Generation Y’ 
blog (translated into more than a dozen lan-
guages), which is being joined by another citi-
zens of the virtual space, where the freedom of 
speech encounters political obstacles less often.

 Anna SIDORUK
Translated by Beata Jó!wik

Yoani Sánchez ‘Cuba libre. Notes 
from Havana’, t"um. Joanna 
Wachowiak-Finlaison, W.A.B., 
Warszawa 2010.

First off, there is the asylum procedure. 
The German law foresees a half-a-year term 
for considering the application. It some-
times happens that the process lasts two 
years, which has a negative impact on the 
people who are staying in isolated places, 
such as refugee camps. The protagonist of 
my novel is lucky enough to find himself in 
the center of Berlin. In the country, isola-
tion is way more painful. Refugees are not 
allowed to leave their areas, they have little 
money – solely what they receive from the 
German government.

And they are threatened with 
deportations to states they have 
escaped.
They come to a new country being very 

hopeful; thereafter, they are awaiting the 
verdict on whether they could stay or not. 
If they should not be granted asylum, they 
have to leave Germany or they will be in-
terned otherwise. They may stay, although 
they go underground then – they are illegal, 
which is tantamount to a crime. But there 
again they are living a nightmare – hiding 
out, not having the documents necessary for 
leading a normal life.

What are their chances for 
leading a normal life with  
refugee status under their belts?
On this condition, they may leave the 

camp and go to work. A lot of them ask 
for help from their relatives or compatri-
ots living in particular areas of the city. For 
instance, in my neighborhood, Kreuzberg, 
there are many Turks and Poles. When they 
have already obtained the residence permit, 
they begin to apply for citizenship, which 
takes another couple of years. You have to 
prove that you live and work in Germany. 
And this is how the vicious cycle works, be-
cause it is difficult to find a job, especially 
a job which allows you to earn a decent liv-
ing. Social benefits are insufficient. The risk 
of failure in life rises.

But these are the toils of 
uncertain human destiny. 
You never know what awaits you 
at the end.
(laughter) Even so, your chances increase 

when you stay in your country. Where you 
know what’s what, where you’ve got friends 
and relatives. It is different when you begin 
to explore a new environment, where you 
have neither the support network nor expe-
rience. It’s hard to rise above it. Unless you 
are educated and show up legally. Only, this 
is a different story.

Even if you are a Muslim? I’m 
asking in connection with the 
current anti-Muslim sentiments.
Very much so. Unfortunately, the bulk of 

Muslims do not have this back-up. Lots of 
them are Turks who have families in Ger-
many. They stick together and try to keep 
a low-profile.

Like Kerim’s uncle.
He represents the old generation of emi-

grants, from the sixties. He has lived here 
long enough to assimilate into the German 
society; however, he still remains on the out-

side. That generation attempts to reach the 
heart of the society. Perhaps, it results from 
the fact that those people don’t have unduly 
high expectations or ambitions. They set-
tle for lives they lead, running stores and 
restaurants. It’s changing, though. I’ve been 
talking to young Kurds about their lifetime 
goals. To travel to the US, Great Britain or 
anywhere in the West and embark on a ca-
reer – that is what they aspire to. Besides, 
young people from all over the world are 
similar-minded these days. Can it be a vi-
sion drawn from the mass media? Or maybe 
the more you have, as prosperity and peace 
are already a lot, the more you want?

Even worse when there are 
burning ambitions without 
an opportunity to realize them.
This issue touches the young generation 

of emigrants: they are living in a society ori-
ented towards career, to which they have no 
access themselves. For many reasons, e.g. on 
account of the language barrier. Many Turks, 
however, speak German, Polish and their 
mother tongue. Still, they can’t find a good 
job due to cultural differences.

At this point, frustration mounts.
In my novel, I attempt to show what un-

fulfilled ambitions can lead to. Although Ker-
im tries his best to stay away from Islamist 
extremists, however in the end he comes to 
them. Since this is a boy who looks for some-
thing. I had been wanting to describe the di-
lemma of young people who live in Germany 
and should have the same opportunities as 
German citizens. Except, it isn’t so.

Do you think of yourself 
as a committed writer?
I’d rather avoid politics. Though, my books 

are socially conscious. The idea of writing 
The Dark Ship occurred to me after the 9/11 
attacks. A few years passed until I wrote about 
a young man who becomes a terro

rist. In a way, the novel is committed yet 
based on the author’s imagination and fan-
tasy.

Interviewer: Anna SIDORUK

Sherko FATAH born in 1964, East 
Berlin, to a German mother and Iraqi Kurd 
father. In 1975, together with his parents, 
moved to West Berlin, where he studied 
philosophy and art history. He has pub-
lished: Im Grenzland (2001; Aspekte Literary 
Award 2002 for the debut), Donnie (2002), 
Onkelchen (2004), Das dunkle Schaff (The 
Dark Ship, 2008). The Dark Ship was short-
listed for the Prize of the Leipzig Book Fair 
and nominated for the German Literary 
Award. It is a story of a Kurd youth enlisted 
in a terrorist militia. Fleeing from his com-
rades, he sets out on a dangerous journey 
to Germany. In Berlin, he struggles with 
a miserable lot of a refugee.

The Dark Ship’s review at: 
www.refugee.pl 

Translated by #ukasz Hibner

Aliens in BERLIN
An interview with Sherko FATAHEM, uthor of the novel 
The Dark Ship (Czarny Statek), – in Poland, published under the 
patronage of ‘Refugee.pl..

Cuban 
MOLOTOV 
COCKTAIL

REFUGEE.PL: Do you know  
a lot of Iraqi refugees?
SHERKO FATAH: Yes, I was raised 

with them. Into their world, I was intro-
duced by my father, who emigrated to Ger-
many from Iraq himself. I met lots of Kurds 
and Turks many of whom arrived in Ger-
many for studies.

Then, you didn’t need to 
test the waters while writing 
The Dark Ship, did you?
I knew the community well but I had to 

take a closer look at the procedure for ap-
plying for asylum in Germany. I had been 
wanting to learn what happens when a per-
son such as Kerim, my novel’s main charac-
ter, illegally enters Germany. It was a formi-
dable task – people who have gone through 
it will not speak out. I had found them in 
one of numerous German refugee camps, 
to which no single German has ever been, 
I reckon. People from all over the world, 
from Africa, Iraq, Afghanistan, live there in 
isolation, squeezing up to eight persons in 
a room.

Did the residents confide in you 
easily?
They would eagerly talk about their fam-

ilies; however they would not say how they 
reached Germany – they conceal where they 
come from and where they have travelled 
from because, by German law, they could be 
moved back to the last country they stayed 
in. For instance, if they have come through 
France, they will be deported there.

In what way do refugees from 
the Middle East reach Germany?
It was easy to determine, because the ille-

gal trafficking paths are well known by now. 
There are even special agencies that deal 
with it. If someone has money, they will go 
by plane. Though, the less money you have, 
the more perilous the journey becomes. My 
novel’s main character has to face the latter 
of these options.

And then he needs to apply 
for asylum. Is it an arduous task?
You’ve got to have a really good reason 

to be granted asylum. Therefore, most of the 
emigrants weave different stories: that they 
have been tortured or persecuted on politi-
cal grounds. Those who come, motivated by 
economic reasons do the same. They feel 
their chances for asylum can thus be in-
creased, since it is difficult to prove these 
stories are actually lies.

Does luck matter?
Yes, it does. And the political climate too. 

For instance, after the US invasion of Iraq, 
in 2003, people from that region were given 
refugee status more willingly. Yet, it doesn’t 
mean Iraqi refugees will be allowed to stay in 
Germany forever. In most cases, the govern-
ment seeks to send such people back as soon 
as the war threat is over. There exist appro-
priate means to measure its scale. However, 
people often don’t want to return, also for 
economic reasons.

How are refugees treated 
in Germany?fo
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Residents of Bielany Refugee Center
Improwizacji 7 Street
01-992 Warsaw 

Regional Prosecutor’s Office
Warsaw Downtown
Krucza 38/42 Street
00-512 Warsaw

Statement

On the 25th of October, our Bielany Center’s principal informed us that on November the 15th, 
2010, the Center was going to be closed down, on account of which we had to pack up our belongings 
and find new facilities. We were told that the reason why it would be so was the Refugee Office had 
been liquidating centers with worse conditions, offering centers with better conditions instead. Be that 
as it may, those we have been proposed with are inferior to the one in which we are currently living. 
Into the bargain, those centers are located in secluded spots, which takes its toll on our integration into 
the society that we sorely need. 

On the 1st of September, our children began their education in seven nearby schools and kinder-
gartens. Furthermore, the majority of us receive treatment and need health care of doctors from War-
saw.

We are suspicious that the selction of the centers was not made to refugees’ advantage but in the 
interests of certain people from the Refugee Office who are in league with particular centers’ hosts. In 
this connection, we request everybody to stop the process of closing Bielany Center until circumstances 
and lawfulness of actions taken by the Refugee Office are established.

/The statement was signed by 36 residents of Bielany Refugee Center/

The statement was delivered to the following institutions:
1. TVN SA 02-952 Warsaw, Wiertnicza 166 Street
2. Refugee.pl Szpitalna 5/3 Street, 00-031 Warsaw
3. Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights Zgoda 11 Street, 00-018 Warsaw
4. UNHCR Szucha 13/15 Avenue; apartment no. 17, 00-380 Warsaw

/Translation: %ukasz Hibner/

What does a teenage Iraqi boy 
have in common with a French 
teacher from Russia, a female 

film director from Brazil, and a Chinese 
guard? What does a Turkish family have 
in common with a Polish single mother? 
All of them are protagonists of films 
shown during the International Warsaw 
Film Festival. And all of them, for differ-
ent reasons, had to leave their countries.

In the 2009 Warsaw Film Festival the audience’s 
award went to a ‘social’ picture by Philipe Loiret, 
entitled ‘Welcome’: a story of a friendship between 
a middle-aged French man – a well-off teacher – and 
a Kurdish teenager who had fled from Iraq. Deeply 
moved by that film, in this year’s festival I was looking 
for films with similar themes.   

WHEN WE LEAVE is a heartbreaking 
story of a young Turkish woman, born and brought 
up in Germany. She dares to leave her brutal husband 
– a decision which brings disgrace onto her family, 
and costs her dearly. The film touches upon a painful 
subject: the death sentences, executed on Muslim 
women who are considered a disgrace for their ultra-
conservative group. This problem is present not only in 
the Islamic countries, but also among ethnic minorities 
living in Western Europe. Although ‘When We Leave’ 
talks about a drama of a particular family and of an 
individual, it also shows how difficult the process 
of assimilation can be. And how easy it is to remain 
‘a stranger’ even when one is among one’s friends 
(the Germans, in this case). People from ‘the outside 
world’ simply cannot see – or understand – some 
dangerous phenomena which exist inside certain im-
migrant environments.

The Hungarian CHILDREN OF THE 
GREEN DRAGON is an unusual story – for 
a film talking about immigration. Janos, a real-estate 
agent and a typical loser, receives an assignment: 
he is to sell what used to be a factory and now is a 
storehouse for Chinese traders’ goods. Spending a few 
hours there on an everyday basis, he unexpectedly be-
friends Wu, a Chinese man who guards the place. The 
two men, who seem to have little in common, spend 
a lot of time together and without even noticing, 
become close friends. They play football, talk about 
life (the Chinese speaks broken Hungarian, but this 
does not stop him); they even fall for the same woman 
and compete with each other to get her attention. 
They learn from each other: thanks to Wu, Janos will 

start seeing the world – and himself – in a different 
light. ‘Children of the Green Dragon’ is a thought-pro-
voking film, but most of the scenes are comedy-like, 
and the general overtone is optimistic. ‘Not all of the 
immigrants’ stories are tragic. Some of those people 
are doing well, and some simply have a positive ap-
proach to life. ‘I wanted to show that’, said Bence 
Miklauzic, the director of the film, during a ‘questions 
and answers’ session after the screening.

Andrea Seligmann Silva, a Brazilian filmmaker 
living in Amsterdam, had an interesting idea for her 
documentary. It struck her that the ‘migration motif’ 
has been present in her family for a few generations 
now. Her grandparents, German Jews, came to South 
America escaping from Nazism, which was spreading 
through Europe quickly. Andrea’s parents in turn had 
to, at one point, travel thousands of kilometers across 
Brazil, running away from political persecution. Now, 
her three siblings and herself  have moved from Sao 
Paolo to the United States and to Europe. In  
SEPARATIONS the director films her conver-
sations with her parents and siblings, wondering if this 
‘wandering life’ happened by pure chance, or if there 
is something more to it. Analyzing family traumas, 
mainly her mother’s recent mental breakdown, she 
senses that there is a link between the present and the 
immigrant past. The problems, overlooked by Andrea’s 
mother – who is a psychiatrist herself – are rooted in 
the woman’s childhood, when she had to adapt to a life 
in a brand new culture. However, Andrea can also see 
positive aspects of migrating: living in Europe she has 
paradoxically become closer to her family, as she is get-
ting to know their roots. She also sees her country, Bra-
zil, from a different perspective. She has her own family 
in Amsterdam; her children can speak both Dutch and 
Portuguese: they will be cosmopolitan, like their mother. 
Andrea doesn’t know if this is something good, but she 
feels that this is the way things have to be.

BETWEEN TWO FIRES, Agnieszka 
%ukasiak’s debut, is a very personal movie, which 
the author wanted to film for a long time. The Polish 
director emigrated from Poland with her parents 
when she was a child. The family went to Sweden, and 
they spent the first few months in a refugee centre 
there. She says that she wanted to depict a place like 
that in her film: a centre for refugees is a ‘new reality’ 
which is both incomprehensible and dangerous to any 
newcomer. In ‘Between Two Fires’ she tells the story 
of a young Polish woman, Marta, and her 10-year-old 
daughter, Ania. Marta lives in Belarus, in a god-for-
saken village, with a man whom she doesn’t love, 
much older than herself. She seems to have accepted 

her fate and the lack of perspectives. Yet, when a local 
Mafia-man takes interest in her daughter, and Ania 
is threatened by sexual abuse as well as getting kid-
napped (the man deals with human traffic), Marta 
decides to escape to Sweden with her child. When 
they arrive, Sweden feels like heaven to them, but they 
will soon see that the refugee centre where they are 
placed resembles hell. The mother and child will live 
in very basic conditions there; surrounded by hostile 
or indifferent people, who often suffer from mental 
disorders caused by the traumas they have experi-
enced. The feeling of insecurity and fear is a normality: 
‘Watch out in the bathroom, women get raped there’, 
Marta is told by her roommate – Anissa. What unites 
all the centre inhabitants is their unbearable waiting 
for an interview which may grant them the official 
refugee status. However, even a social state like 
Sweden cannot guarantee Marta, a ‘nowhere woman’, 
the fulfillment of her dreams.

ILLEGAL, a Belgian film by Olivier Masset-
Depasse, awarded by the Warsaw jury for the best 
director and the best female role (brilliant Anna Co-
esens), is already quite famous abroad. It was shown 
in this year’s festival in Venice, and in Cannes, where 
it got the ‘Directors Fortnight’ prize. ‘Illegal’, similarly 
to ‘Between Two Fires’, presents life in a centre for im-
migrants. Yet, the protagonist of the latter film chose 
to live in this kind of place, while the protagonist of 
the Belgian film is sent there against her will. Tatiana, 
a former French-teacher from Russia, has been living 
in Belgium with her son for over 8 years. One day she 
gets caught by the police and is placed in a special de-
tention centre for illegal immigrants. Within just a few 
hours Tania’s life collapses. The woman is reduced to 
an ‘ID number’; she has no money, no contact with 
her son, no right to leave the detention centre, and 
no idea how to find a way out. The film shows some 
shocking scenes. The way that Belgian policemen are 
presented (they treat immigrants like animals) is con-

troversial, but it certainly makes the audience wonder: 
‘How often does this actually take place? What can be 
done to stop this? And how can one help illegal im-
migrants?’. The director confesses that what inspired 
him to make the film was a TV programme about such 
detention centres – or ‘prisons for immigrants’, as they 
were called. He claims that the visits he later paid to 
such centres have definitely changed his awareness 
and sensitivity. With his film he wanted to provoke 
greater interest in the problem of ‘the illegal’, and he 
has definitely managed to achieve this goal.

‘Illegal’ is similar to ‘Welcome’: both films are 
emotionally charged and both of them make the 
viewer identify with the protagonist and understand 
his or her motivation. The films directors ask us to put 
ourselves in these people’s shoes; to imagine how it is 
to be a poor, ignored, humiliated immigrant. However, 
although they are like hunted animals, they remain 
dignified. The main characters are the main strength 
of the two films: they are ‘real’ people, with their 
weaknesses and faults – and yet indomitable. They are 
so human that one finds it impossible not to support 
them in their struggles. Thanks to them the viewers 
will probably never be indifferent when they hear 
words like ‘refugee’, ‘illegal immigrant’, ‘deportation’.

The films which I have been talking about here 
linger in one’s memory for a long time – thanks to their 
subject matter, actors, atmosphere, original pho-
tography. The Warsaw Film Festival has shown how 
often ‘social cinema’ turns into ‘artistic cinema’, and 
vice versa. The festival organizers should be thanked 
for their film selection, which aimed at making the 
audience more sensitive people. Let’s hope that a big 
number of the films selected for the festival will now 
be distributed in cinemas across Poland.

Dorota SKOMRA
sources: www.wff.pl; www.dailymotion.pl, www.imdb.com

Translated by Dorota Skomra

Separated, estranged, illegal
Refugee issues at Warsaw Film Festivals

Kadr z filmu „Nielegalni”, pokazywanego w ramach Warszawskiego Festiwalu Filmowego 2010
fot: illegal-lefilm.fr
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On October 27th, this year, a performance was held titled 
‘Decik Pondar’ at the Spo"eczne Gimnazjum no. 20 in War-
saw at Raszy#ska Street no. 20. It was performed by Polish 

and Chechen children from the School Unit of Niemce (lubelskie 
province). This is the second visit of the young Polish-Chechen art-
ists in the capital. However, this time the group presented new team 
members and a new repertoire.

– Our school often hosts various events which are aimed at mak-
ing Polish youth more familiarized with different cultures. This meet-
ing was aimed at first grade students who have just started learning 
at our school – says Ms. Krystyna Starczewska, school director.

The event consisted of several parts: the first part comprised 
a staging of the title ballad ‘Decik Pondar’ which tells a story of 
a brave young man who died in the war. ‘Sam pondar’ is a traditional 
instrument – it was played whenever a mother learned of the death 
of her son.

Then a group of boys presented a very energetic drumming which 
the male audience especially liked. Another part of the performance 
was a presentation of a traditional Chechen dance called ‘lezginki’. 
At the end,  the girls sang a few songs, both patriotic (for example, 
‘Nochcziczio’) and typically folk ones.

– I sang a song about a girl and her boyfriend who fell in love with 
her. It tells about different preparations that young people must do to 
live happily together – says Hava, one of the young artists.

Preparation to the performance took about 2 months. These artis-
tic activities are carried out under the project known as: ‘Illi – a song, 
youth Chechen-Polish theatre’ led by the Association ‘For the Earth’ 
and financed in the framework of the programme of the Cultural 
Education of the Ministry of Culture and National Heritage. Not only 
representatives of the Association and the students were involved 
but also their parents and teachers. The fruits of this collaboration 
are beautiful costumes for children and numerous stage props gath-
ered for the show.

Despite the stage fright that overwhelmed some participants eve-
rything went perfectly well and young artists were rewarded with 
a thunderous applause.

Katarzyna POLAK
Translated by Agnieszka Rabiega

Young 
Chechen 

and Polish 
actors
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