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 The United Nat ions Higher  Commiss ioner  for
Refugees (UNHCR) was establ ished by the United
Nations General  Assembly in  1950 after  World War
I I  to  to help the mi l l ions of  Europeans who had f led
or  lost  their  homes.  In it ia l ly  i t  was set  to be
terminated after  i ts  set
per iod of  three years .  Yet  with the unfolding of
new humanitar ian cr is is  that  demanded global
response,  i ts  term was extended permanent ly .

Throughout i ts  h istory ,  the agency's  responsibi l i ty
and jur isdict ion has expanded to address newly
ar ised global  migrat ion and humanitar ian issues.
UNHCR is  guided by the 1951  Convent ion on the
Status of  Refugees and is  responsible  for
protect ing refugees,  del iver ing l i fe-saving
ass istance,  helping safeguard fundamental  human
r ights ,  and developing solut ions
that  ensure people have a  safe place to cal l  home
where they can bui ld  a  better  future.

Introduction to the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees
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 The structure of  UNHCR is  s imi lar  to other
agencies in  the UN.  I t  is  governed by the United
Nations General  Assembly (GA) and the Economic
and Socia l  Counci l  (ECOSOC).  I ts  execut ive
committees,  whose representat ives are appointed
by the general  assembly ,  establ ished under  the
ECOSOC, approves budgets and annual  p lans .  I t
has a  High Commiss ioner  who is  appointed by the
UN Secretary General  and approved by the General
Assembly .  The High Commiss ioner  is  responsible
for  the funct ioning of  the UNHCR.
.
Membership of  the UNHCR,  unl ike other  GA
committees,  is  not  universal .  I t  is  dependent upon
membership in  the Execut ive Committee (ExCom).
ExCom members must  be a  party  to the UN or  one
of i ts  specia l ized committees,  se lected by a
current  ExCom member,  represent  a  wide
geographic  area,  and must  have demonstrated
interest  in  solv ing the refugee problem.  By the end
of 2023,  there were 1 10 member states to the
UNHCR7.  Decis ion making in  the UNHCR is  s imi lar
to other  agencies with in  the UN.  The ExCom
members make decis ions based on consensus.  V
ot ing may occur  in  the ExCom or  the General
Assembly .  In  e ither  case,  each member state has
one vote.

Introduction to the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees
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In  July  2011 ,  South Sudan became the wor ld ’s
newest  nat ion.  In  2013,  c iv i l  war  broke out .  The
conf l ict  lasted unt i l  2018 when the Revita l ized
Agreement on the Resolut ion of  the Conf l ict  in  the
Republ ic  of  South Sudan (R-ARCSS) was s igned,
in it iat ing the peace process.  However ,  South Sudan
has faced instabi l i ty  because of  intercommunal
v io lence,  and R-ARCSS has yet  to be fu l ly
implemented.  For  example,  under  R-ARCSS,
elect ions were or ig inal ly  scheduled for  2023;  they
have been pushed back to 2026.  (2)  

In  2023,  the inf lux of  refugees from Sudan stra ined
the a lready l imited resources of  South Sudan and
pushed the country into a  humanitar ian cr is is .  S ince
the start  of  the cr is is ,  over  two-thirds of  the
country ’s  populat ion has faced food insecur ity ,  and
a state of  famine was declared.  In  2024,  the cr is is
worsened when South Sudan exper ienced
devastat ing f loods,  destroying farmland.  This
worsened the famine in  the country .  Today,  the
South Sudan refugee cr is is  is  Afr ica ’s  largest
refugee cr is is ,  with  near ly  f ive mi l l ion people
displaced,  around 2 .3 mi l l ion are internal ly
displaced refugees,  and 2 .4 mi l l ion refugees
f leeing South Sudan.  (3)  

The South Sudan Refugee Crisis
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The UN has issued different
responses to the South Sudan
cr is is  over  the year .  For  over  a
decade,  they have operated a
peacekeeping miss ion in  South
Sudan.  However ,  the UN miss ion,
a long with other  a id  miss ions in
the country ,  faces increasing
chal lenges due to the v io lence in
the country .

In  addit ion to a  humanitar ian
cr is is ,  there have a lso been
accusat ions of  v io lence against
c iv i l ians by the South Sudanese
government.  The UN has a lso
issued sanct ions and arms
embargos on South Sudan
because of  ongoing concerns
about human r ights  v io lat ions.

The UN’s Response

UNHCR
SOUTH SUDAN REFUGEE CRISIS
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In  2011 ,  the UN establ ished a  peacekeeping
miss ion in  South Sudan.  The stated goals  of
the United Nat ions Miss ion in  South Sudan
(UNMISS) are to protect  c iv i l ians ,  part icular ly
by helping prevent “gender-based v io lence” ,
del iver ing humanitar ian a id ,  support ing the
Revita l ized Agreement and peace process,
and monitor ing human r ights  v io lat ions.  (4)
Unfortunately ,  UNMISS faces part icular
barr iers  to carry ing out  i ts  object ives ,
pr imar i ly  v io lence from mi l i tant  groups in  the
region.   

UNMISS is  organized to enable a  f lex ib le
response structure that  can address v io lence
as needed across the country .  This  is  a  major
shift  from the miss ion’s  previous structure,
which focused on mainta in ing and
safeguarding refugee camps as  a  part  of  the
UNHCR’s  execut ive strategy for  South Sudan.
According to UNHCR,  the new strategy comes
amidst  massive budget cuts  to South Sudan’s
humanitar ian a id .  (5)  

UN Mission to South Sudan
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Funding & Internat ional  Aid

Funding is  a  large obstacle to address ing the
refugee cr is is .  The need for  refugees keeps
r is ing whi le  the avai lable funds are rapidly
diminishing.  Global ly ,  countr ies  have cut  funds to
South Sudan.  For  example,  the US reduced i ts
humanitar ian a id to South Sudan by 60% in  2024.
(6)  Lack of  adequate funds has increased food
insecur ity  and a l lowed diseases l ike cholera to
become prevalent .  Funding needs to be provided
not only  in  South Sudan to address the refugee
cr is is ,  but  to i ts  neighbor ing countr ies  as  wel l ,
who have taken the bulk  of  external ly  d isplaced
people whi le  exper iencing a lready stra ined
resources themselves.  

Human Rights  Vio lat ions 

South Sudan faces a  lack of  resources because
many countr ies  have imposed sanct ions on the
nat ion due to i ts  human r ights  v io lat ions.  Human
r ights  organizat ions h ighl ight  the encouragement
of v io lence against  c iv i l ians and reports  of
gender-based v io lence as  some of  the most
widespread v io lat ions.  (7)  The UN Secur ity
Counci l  f i rst  imposed sanct ions in  2015 after  the
outbreak of  the South Sudanese Civ i l  War .  The
sanct ions inc luded an arms embargo,  asset
freezes,  and travel  bans.  The Secur ity  Counci l
reviews the sanct ions on an annual  bas is ,  and
each year  has chosen to extend the sanct ions.  

Potential Solutions and Obstacles

UNHCR
SOUTH SUDAN REFUGEE CRISIS
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Cl imate Events  

The refugee cr is is  in  South Sudan is  exacerbated
by c l imate disasters .  Between 2020 and 2021 ,
more than 900,000 people were displaced by
cl imate disasters ,  pr imar i ly  f looding.  Farmland
was a  large port ion of  the destroyed land,  which
only  worsened food insecur ity  in  the country .  (8)
According to the Univers ity  of  Cal i fornia  at
Berkeley,  South Sudan is  one of  the most
cl imate-vulnerable states .  (9)  South Sudan does
not have the resources to mit igate c l imate
change on i ts  own.  Without support  from the
internat ional  community ,  the number of  c l imate
refugees in  South Sudan is  only  expected to
increase in  the coming years .  How does the
internat ional  community  address the c l imate-
dr iven aspect  of  the South Sudan refugee cr is is?
 
Potent ia l  Solut ions 
Funding is  one of  the most  immediate concerns
for  address ing the South Sudan refugee cr is is .  In
recent years ,  outs ide funding sources for
humanitar ian a id have dramatical ly  decreased,
whi le  the need for  a id  has only  increased.
However ,  ending the refugee cr is is  wi l l  take a
long-term commitment to peace processes in
both Sudan and South Sudan,  and acquir ing
funding to rebui ld  essent ia l  infrastructure,  l ike
healthcare systems and c l imate-mit igat ion
strategies .  

Potential Solutions and Obstacles

UNHCR
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1)  UNHCR |  1951  Convent ion 

2)  CFR |  Global  Conf l ict  Tracker  

3)  UN Refugees |  South Sudan
Emergency 

4)  UNMISS 

5)  UNHCR |  South Sudan Strategy 

6)  Oxfam |  Conf l ict  & Aid Cuts  Dr ive
Cris is  in  South Sudan 

7)  Human Rights  Watch |  South
Sudan 

8)  UNICEF |  Cl imate Change 

9)  UC Berkeley |  Cl imate
Displacement 
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	Funding is a large obstacle to addressing the refugee crisis. The need for refugees keeps rising while the available funds are rapidly diminishing. Globally, countries have cut funds to South Sudan. For example, the US reduced its humanitarian aid to South Sudan by 60% in 2024. (6) Lack of adequate funds has increased food insecurity and allowed diseases like cholera to become prevalent. Funding needs to be provided not only in South Sudan to address the refugee crisis, but to its neighboring countries as well, who have taken the bulk of externally displaced people while experiencing already strained resources themselves.

	Human Rights Violations
	South Sudan faces a lack of resources because many countries have imposed sanctions on the nation due to its human rights violations. Human rights organizations highlight the encouragement of violence against civilians and reports of gender-based violence as some of the most widespread violations. (7) The UN Security Council first imposed sanctions in 2015 after the outbreak of the South Sudanese Civil War. The sanctions included an arms embargo, asset freezes, and travel bans. The Security Council reviews the sanctions on an annual basis, and each year has chosen to extend the sanctions.
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	The refugee crisis in South Sudan is exacerbated by climate disasters. Between 2020 and 2021, more than 900,000 people were displaced by climate disasters, primarily flooding. Farmland was a large portion of the destroyed land, which only worsened food insecurity in the country. (8) According to the University of California at Berkeley, South Sudan is one of the most climate-vulnerable states. (9) South Sudan does not have the resources to mitigate climate change on its own. Without support from the international community, the number of climate refugees in South Sudan is only expected to increase in the coming years. How does the international community address the climate-driven aspect of the South Sudan refugee crisis?
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	Funding is one of the most immediate concerns for addressing the South Sudan refugee crisis. In recent years, outside funding sources for humanitarian aid have dramatically decreased, while the need for aid has only increased. However, ending the refugee crisis will take a long-term commitment to peace processes in both Sudan and South Sudan, and acquiring funding to rebuild essential infrastructure, like healthcare systems and climate-mitigation strategies.
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