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2019 World Refugee Day 

Since 2001 the United Nations has observed 20th June as World Refugee Day. The Day is designed 

‘to honour the courage of the refugees and also to spread public awareness about the plight of refugees 

worldwide.’ The theme for 2019 is #StepWithRefugees. The theme is meant to encourage people 

from every walk of life to take steps, big or small, to enhance solidarity with refugees. The 2019 

emphasis is thus on solidarity. 

https://www.un.org/en/events/refugeeday/  

 

It is often argued that most actions, if they are at all sympathetic to refugees, are based on self-interest. 

Usually refugees are tolerated if they serve the host economy’s needs. The hospitality industry in 

many countries is a case in point. This is the very opposite of solidarity. The ambivalences of the 

refugee discourse can be summed up in a talk by Angel Guirra, the Secretary General of the OECD 

(Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development). He said: 

“When it comes to migration and refugees, emotions run high on all sides. We are often dealing 

with vulnerable people fleeing war, violence and/or extreme hardship. They may have endured 

great trials, crossing continents, and losing relatives and friends. Nonetheless, many in host 

countries are quick to view migrants and refugees as a threat, fearing the burden they may impose 

on taxpayers, local values and cultures. In this atmosphere, it can be difficult to set out the facts 

and the evidence needed to inform a balanced public debate.” 

http://www.oecd.org/migration/integration-of-migrants-and-refugees-challenges-and-

opportunities.htm  

 

It might be useful to gain an insight into the theological understanding of solidarity and its influence 

on public policies around refugees, and indeed the hardening of attitudes of exclusion towards 

refugees. Jesuit Patrick Riordan, in a tightly argued essay, maintains that “in the current crises, those 

who invoke ‘solidarity’ in the context of humanitarian appeals on behalf of migrants fleeing from war 

and poverty are astonished to find their appeals have such little effect.” He goes on to argue that 

external pressure has no traction unless there is already an internal openness to the issue, and that this 

arises out of a process of character formation. Secondly, using the ‘sound deliberative route’ he 

continues his argument that, once an inner principle is established, it can become the nexus for 

establishing an external response or public commitment. As long as there is no firm foundation in a 

person’s inner life there will be scant reason for taking a public stand. 

https://www.un.org/en/events/refugeeday/
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It is worth noting that Pope St John Paul II reminds us that “solidarity is not a feeling of vague 

compassion or shallow distress at the misfortunes of so many people, both near and far. On the 

contrary, it is a firm and persevering determination to commit oneself to the common good; that is to 

say to the good of all and of each individual, because we are all really responsible for all.”1 

Riordan posits that in terms of Catholic Social Teaching this means putting in place the kind of 

institutional safeguards which would both protect potential victims and give them the opportunity to 

redress the events of their being victimised. He puts it succinctly:  

“Of course feelings of compassion with those who suffer, who are desperately in need of help, 

express the kinds of internal reasons which give individuals motives to act, and they are to be 

encouraged and fostered. But the kinds of action which may result should not be thought of only 

as a response to immediate need, the kind of emergency aid which helps in the short term. Actions 

are also needed to create and support the institutions and structures which will safeguard against 

the recurrence of crises and maintain the processes for coping fairly and humanely with the many 

who legitimately seek a new home and a better life for themselves.” 

 https://www.thinkingfaith.org/articles/whatever-happened-solidarity  

This challenge is, in a real sense, at the heart of the theme for 2019 World Refugee Day. 

 

The statistics are particularly concerning. There are, according to the UNHCR, 70.7 million forcibly 

displaced persons in the world (twice the number of 20 years ago). 41.3m are internally displaced 

persons, 25.9m are refugees, and 3.5m are asylum seekers. 80% of refugees live in countries 

neighbouring those they have fled from. 57% came from three countries, namely Afghanistan, Syria 

and South Sudan. Every day, 37 000 people are forced to flee their homes due to conflict and 

persecution. The Secretary General of the UN has also noted that most of the displaced come from a 

handful of countries: Syria, Afghanistan, South Sudan, Myanmar and Somalia. He added that over 

the past 18 months millions more have fled from Venezuela. 

The Middle East and North Africa host 37% of all refugees. The Secretary General also made the 

important point that the generosity of hosting countries needed to be matched by development and 

investment. 

https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2019-06-20/secretary-generals-message-for-world-

refugee-day-scroll-down-for-french-version  

https://borgenproject.org/15-statistics-on-refugees/  

 

The South African Government issued a very brief statement acknowledging the Day and stressing 

the resilience and courage of refugees as they flee persecution and violence. Sadly, the statement 

lacked any commitment to resolving the particular problems facing refugees in this country, such as 

the length of time it takes for refugees to renew their permits, and the difficulties many face in 

accessing basic education and primary health. 

https://www.gov.za/WorldRefugeeDay2019  
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A number of Episcopal Conferences marked the occasion with pastoral messages highlighting a 

variety of issues. So for example: 

The Peruvian Bishops emphasised the need to welcome refugees especially in the current political 

climate when stronger measures were being taken to curb the entrance of refugees to Peru. They also 

spoke about measures to combat the globalisation of indifference.  

In the USA the Bishops spoke of recognising the value that refugees bring to society.  

The Bishops of England and Wales in their statement pointed out that “currently, in England and 

Wales, refugees and asylum seekers can be indefinitely detained, often made destitute, and face 

unprecedented levels of hate crime.” 

https://zenit.org/articles/peruvian-bishops-urge-welcoming-christ-in-

refugees/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Exclusive%20Interview%  

 

https://www.catholicworldreport.com/2019/06/20/bishops-mark-world-refugee-day-amid-biggest-

migratory-crisis-since-wwii/  

https://www.indcatholicnews.com/news/35122  

 

In the light of the increase in the number of refugees worldwide, the words of the Secretary General 

of the UN ring true, that “what refugees most need is peace.” This is an important goal and we need 

to make every effort to realise it. 

Recently Pope Francis addressed a theological conference in Naples on theology in the context of the 

Mediterranean, a sea in which the tragedy of forced migration is played out so dramatically and 

fatally. He said: “Rather than recite formulas by rote, theologians must be ‘men and women of 

compassion’ who are touched by the social ills of war, violence, slavery and forced migration and 

who are nourished by prayer.” This is a powerful inspiration for those working in the world of forced 

displacement. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/theology/francis-chronicles/pope-theology-begins-sincere-

dialogue-not-conquering-spirit?clickSource=email  
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1 https://www.azquotes.com/quote/607361  
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