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Refugees. Some thoughts.

I have many memories of people in Kosovo and Angola
returning after the conflict — some after many years in
exile — as well as experience with the many refugees and
asylum seekers who have come to seek refuge in Israel in
the past few years. Most refugees I have met had a home
or a homeland they were longing to go back to. But not all
could return. Often, the conflict which sent them fleeing to
seek refuge was also the one which destroyed their homes
or villages or reassigned them to others. Their right to return
home then becomes more a right to be recognized and
compensated rather than an actual realizable right to go back
to the place they fled.

The United Nations definition of a refugee and the five
internationally-recognised reasons for a person to claim
refugee status are: race, religion, nationality, membership
to a particular social group or political opinion. Yet,
many countries, including Israel, which have signed the
international convention, still do not have a fair asylum
process, one in which asylum seekers are given asylum not in
prison (unless they have committed a crime), decent human
conditions and access to a fair process of refugee status
determination. People who have fled their homes but didn’t
go to another country are considered 'Internally displaced
persons’ (IDPs). It took a long time for the international
humanitarian community to realize that just because they
didn’t cross an international boundary while fleeing, IDPs
are just as vulnerable as refugees, and should have similar
rights.

I'have seen the lack of rights for the great majority of African
asylum seekers in Israel, and can only pray I don’t have to be
in their situation anywhere in the world

Even before I started working with refugees and IDPs, I had
known IDPs from an early age. The people most close to
me, my parents, were IDPs during World War II. Both were
children, and in the face of persecution against the Jews in
Belgium, they had to go into hiding, taking on fake identities
and separated from their families and homes. I only know
their childhood experience has been and continues to be a
major event in my life, even though it ended well before I
came to life. I can only begin to imagine what it means for a
child to flee from persecution to such an extent that s/he has
to be "displaced’ from family and identity.

Nathalie Rubin
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