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Within 10Years 

ALBERT EINSTEIN 
(1879 1955) 
physicist, born in Germany 
STATELESS FROM 1896 TO 1901 

It is well known that Einstein was a 
refugee, but he was also stateless for five 
years at the end of the 19th century, after 
renouncing his German nationality. 
Although Einstein initiated his own 
statelessness, it was short lived thanks to 
his naturalisation as a Swiss citizen in 1901. 

A S P E C I A L R E P O R T 

Statelessness 



   

   

                 
           
                         

                 
                     

                       
                           

       
                   

                       

         
     

   
 

   
   

     

   

                     
               

                   
                         

       
                       

                 
                     

                           
                       
                           

 

 

   
       
     

 
 

   
   

     
     

      
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

       
     

   
   

   
   

     
     

     
   

             

     
   

For this 
S P EC IAL REPORT / INTRODUCT ION	 stateless 

couple, 
happiness is 
identity 
papers. 

It is “a form of punishment more
primitive than torture.” 

– EARL WARREN IN 1958, 
LATE U.S. SUPREME COURT CHIEF JUSTICE 

A10­year
Campaign 
ToEnd 
Statelessness 

COV E R SA young Roma girl in S T A T E L E S S P E O P L E A R E F O U N D I N A L L P A R T S O F T H E G L O B E — Asia, 
Croatia already knows the Africa, the Middle East, Europe and the Americas—entire communities, new­born difficulties of being 
stateless. Her family babies, children, couples and older people. 
barely survive by Their one common curse, the lack of any nationality, deprives them of rights that 
collecting scrap metal.
 
They live in terrible the majority of the global population takes for granted.
 
conditions in a makeshift Often they are excluded from cradle to grave—being denied a legal identity 
room, with no running when they are born, access to education, health care, marriage and job opportunities water, electricity or
 
sanitation. during their lifetime and even the dignity of an official burial and a death certifi­

© UNHCR / N. LUKIN / NOVEMBER 2010 cate when they die. 

Statelessness is a man­made problem and occurs because of a bewildering ar­
BACK COVER: © BERNISCHES 
HISTORISCHES MUSEUM, BERNE ray of causes. Entire swathes of a population may become stateless overnight due 

S T A T E L E S S N E S S 

to political or legal directives or the redrawing of state boundaries. 
Families endure generations of statelessness despite having deep­rooted and 

longstanding ties to their communities and countries. Some have become stateless 
due to administrative obstacles; they simply fall through the cracks of a system that 
ignores or has forgotten them. 

More than two decades after the disintegration of the Soviet Union, over 600,000 
people remain stateless. Some 300,000 Urdu­speaking Biharis were denied citizen­
ship by the government of Bangladesh when the country gained its independence 
in 1971. A 2013 Constitutional Court ruling in the Dominican Republic led to tens 
of thousands of Dominicans, the vast majority of Haitian descent, being deprived 
of their nationality, and of the rights that flowed from it. More than 800,000 

S T A T E L E S S N E S S 

“It iswholly within 
the power of every 
concerned 
government to 
resolve statelessness. 
Wehave the 
opportunity, asnever 
before to tackle the 
injustice. Nowis the 
time to act.” 

– ANTÓNIO GUTERRES 

HIGH COMMISSIONER 

FOR REFUGEES 

Over three million 
stateless people live 
in just 10 countries. 
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“a form of punishment more primitive than torture” 

A 1 0 ­Y EAR CAMPA IGN TO END STATE L E SSNESS 

“Mydream is to have 
adocument so that I 
canvote. I want the 
government to see 
meand to listen.” 

– FORMERLY STATELESS 

IN SOUTH AFRICA 

STATES PARTY TO THE
 

AS OF 30 SEPTEMBER 2014 

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map 
do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. 

Rohingya in Myanmar have been refused nationality under the 1982 citizenship law 
and their freedom of movement, religion and education severely curtailed. 

Over a third of the world’s stateless are children and the stigma of stateless­
ness could follow them for the rest of their lives, even past their deaths; if they have 
children of their own, this generation will also be stateless and the crisis perpetuated. 

This centuries­old problem first began to stir the consciousness of the interna­
tional community when words such as ‘inhumane,’ ‘embarrassing’ and ‘a blemish in 
international law’ were applied to the plight of stateless people. 

UNHCR was mandated to assist stateless refugees in 1950. While a significant 
number of refugees and asylum­seekers are also stateless, their numbers are usu­
ally reflected in figures relating to refugees and asylum­seekers. During the past five 
years, 20% of all refugees resettled by UNHCR have also been stateless. 
UNHCR was mandated in the 1970s to assist stateless people under the 1961 Con­

S T A T E L E S S N E S S 

S P EC IAL REPORT / INTRODUCT ION 

STATELESSNESS CONVENTIONS
 

Parties to the 1954 and the 1961 Conventions 

Parties to the 1954 Convention only 

Parties to the 1961 Convention only 

States that have not yet acceded to the 1954 
or the 1961 Conventions 

vention on the Reduction of Statelessness 
and its role was consolidated in 1995. 

The legal cornerstones of UNHCR’s work 
are the 1954 Convention relating to the Sta­
tus of Stateless Persons and the 1961 Con­
vention on the Reduction of Statelessness. 
These treaties are supported by other legal 
instruments such as the 1948 Universal Dec­
laration of Human Rights and many interna­
tional and regional human rights treaties 
which uphold the right of every human being to a nationality. 

But for decades solving statelessness appeared to be insurmountable. Many gov­
ernments and the international community as a whole appeared uninterested, 

S T A T E L E S S N E S S 

In the past four 
years,more 
countries have 
acceded 
to the 1961 
Convention on 
the Reduction of 
Statelessness 
than in the four 
decades following 
its adoption. 

Leal’s status in Lebanon is 
known as maktoum al qaed 
or “not appearing in 
records.” She says being 
stateless has “shattered her 
dreams.” Leal suffers from 
a fatal kidney disease and 
worries about the future 
of her two young boys, 
who are also stateless, 
wondering what might 
happen to them if she 
does not survive. 
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S P EC IAL REPORT / INTRODUCT ION “a form of punishment more primitive than torture” 
A 1 0 ­Y EAR CAMPA IGN TO END STATE L E SSNESS 
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sus takers to fill in “stateless” or “without nationality” when interviewing state­
less individuals. 

In recent years there has been a perceptible and positive shift to resolve state­
lessness. 

More states have acceded to the two conventions; 26 states have become parties 
in the last three years alone bringing the total up to 82 countries which have acceded 
to the 1954 Convention and 60 countries which have acceded to the 1961 Convention. 
Many have resolved statelessness. Following a 2008 High Court ruling in Bangladesh 
the 300,000 stateless Urdu­speakers were recognized as citizens. Viet Nam has 
moved to resolve the plight of stateless former refugees from Cambodia and to fa­
cilitate the re­acquisition of nationality by thousands of women who became state­
less after they failed to acquire the na­
tionality of foreign husbands. Since 2009 

“When I tell people I 
am stateless,what I 
see in their faces is 
shock, ignoranceand 
mistrust. It’s like 
when theAIDS virus 
wasfirst discovered 
and suddenly people 
were suspicious of 
anyone whowas 
HIV­positive.” 

– RAILYA IN FRANCE 

more than 60,000 former Soviet citizens 
have become nationals in Kyrgyzstan, 
while over 15,000 have acquired the na­
tionality of Turkmenistan. In Iraq, during 
Saddam Hussein’s regime, a 1980 decree 
stripped Faili Kurds of citizenship until 
the new government overturned that 
decision. Côte d’Ivoire amended its laws 
in 2013 to allow nationality to be ac­
quired through a simplified application 
process that will allow many of the 
700,000 stateless persons there to ac­
quire citizenship. 
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Delegates from 29 countries 
convened at the UN 
Headquarters in New York 
to sign the 1961 Convention 
on the Reduction of 
Statelessness. Mr. Mario 
Amadeo of Argentina is seen 
here signing the final act on 
behalf of his country. 

often prolonging crises rather than undertaking efforts to solve them. 
UNHCR insists that this problem is largely avoidable, and with adequate politi­

cal will, entirely solvable too. 
A major hurdle to solutions is that governments and UNHCR lack adequate data 

on many stateless populations. Frequently stateless persons are not only undocu­
mented but also ignored by the authorities and uncounted in national administra­
tive registries and databases. Most even go uncounted in population censuses. Of 
142 national population censuses undertaken since 2005, for which the United Na­
tions possesses detailed information, only 112 included a question on nationality. 
Of these, less than 25% of census questionnaires included pre­set options for cen­

STATELESSNESS 

There also have been inspiring indi­

vidual success stories.
 

Through sheer perseverance, Srinuan, a young stateless woman, fought to get 
Thai nationality and subsequently inspired hundreds of people from her village to 
follow suit. 

Halfway across the globe in Côte d’Ivoire, stateless person, Bere Tassoumane, ac­
quired nationality and was then able to run for local office in the city of Bouaffle, 
and five more of his formerly stateless friends subsequently won local elections. 

OVER TIME 

The route to nationality 
is often a difficult one. 
Here, a stateless woman lays 
out all the documentation 
she has had to present in her 
attempt to acquire a 
nationality. 


Late 1800s 


1922 


1941 


1948 


1950 


1954 


1955 


1955 


1961 


1974 


1995 


2005 


2011 


2014 

Legal scholars
 
identify statelessness
 

as ‘inhumane’
 

League of Nations 
encourages member 
states to issue ID to 
800,000 people 
deprived of 

Russian nationality 

Amendment to UNHCR 
the German created 

Citizenship Law 
passed depriving 
exiled Jews of 
their German 
citizenship 

Universal 
Declaration of 
Human Rights 
– nationality 
recognized as 
a human right 

U.N. 
Convention 

relating to the 
Status of 
Stateless 
Persons 
adopted 

S T A T E L E S S N E S S 

U.S. Supreme Landmark U.N. 
Court Justice judgement by Convention on 

Warren International the Reduction 
denounces Court of Justice of 

statelessness confirms that Statelessness 
as “form of 
punishment 

more primitive 
than torture” 

each country’s 
nationality law 
must respect 
international 

law 

adopted UNHCR mandated by 
General Assembly to 

assist stateless 
people under the 
1961 Convention 

UNHCR’s 
mandate 
expanded 
globally to 
prevent and 

reduce 
statelessness 
and protect 
stateless 
persons 

S T A T E L E S S N E S S 

Landmark ruling by 
Inter­American 
Court of Human 
Rights decision on 
statelessness and 

right to nationality 

‘Quantum leap’ 
at Geneva 
Ministerial 
Meeting: 

over 60 states 
make 

statelessness­
related pledges 

Launch of 
10 year campaign
 

by UNHCR
 
to end
 

statelessness
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S P EC IAL REPORT / CH I LDREN “...a form of punishment more primitive than torture” 
A 1 0 ­Y E A R C A M PA I G N T O E N D S TAT E L E S S N E S S 

“We are working for the well­being of our community out of love because we our­  Removing gender discrimination in nationality laws; 
selves were marginalized,” Tassoumane says.  Granting protection status to stateless migrants; and 

Building on this momentum, UNHCR is launching its Campaign to End State­  Issuing nationality identification documentation to those with enti­
lessness within 10 years. tlements to it. 

UNHCR’s strategy to achieve the ambitious goal of this campaign sets out key In prioritizing the eradication of statelessness, United Nations High Commissioner 
actions that states must take to address statelessness. These actions include: for Refugees António Guterres said: “It is tragic that today millions of people are liv­

 Resolving major situations of statelessness through law and policy re­ ing without nationality. Unlike many armed conflicts, it is wholly within the power of 
forms, accompanied by citizenship campaigns; every concerned government to resolve statelessness. We have the opportunity, as 

 Ensuring that no child is born stateless; never before, to tackle this injustice. Now is the time to act. I reiterate to governments 
 Preventing deprivation of nationality on the basis of discrimination; that UNHCR is committed to supporting your efforts to end statelessness.” 
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Children:Millionsof 
‘Invisible’Kids 

O10minutes in just future generations. 

O V E R A T H I R D O F T H E W O R L D ’ S S T A T E L E S S P E O P L E A R E C H I L D R E N .A stateless child 
Many fall into a legal quicksand the day they are born, spend most of their lives 

is born every battling the inequalities they inherited, and often pass on their heartbreak on to 

five countries. 
These five countries 
account formore 
than half of the 
world’s known 
stateless population 
anddonot provide 
legal safeguards 
to prevent children 
frombecoming 
stateless. 

It may not even be possible to register the birth of a stateless child, making that 
infant an instant ‘non­person’ in the eyes of governments. He or she is subject to 
potential abuse and rejection ranging from lack of access to life­saving immuniza­
tions to protection from early marriage. 

After being required to present his grandfather’s death certificate to confirm his 
nationality, Hussain, a young Kenyan asks, “Can you imagine someone asking you 
for something you don’t have? Asking you to give some proof when you don’t re­
ally know how to prove it. When my grandfather died I wasn’t even born.” 

The risk of unregistered children being left stateless increases when conflict 
forces them to flee their homes or when they are born in exile. Over 50,000 chil­
dren have been born to Syrian refugee parents in Jordan, Iraq, Lebanon, Turkey and 
Egypt since onset of the conflict. Most are entitled to the nationality of Syria but 
those who remain without civil birth registration may face serious problems prov­
ing this later in life. 

But registration is not always an easy procedure for refugees. Due to the con­

Maria, a stateless girl born 
to Cuban parents who 
emigrated, cannot acquire 
Cuban citizenship. 

“Sometimes asa 
mother I try to 
understand. The 
minutemychild was 
born, shewasbrought 
into this nightmare 
that is being a 
‘stateless person’. 
Howis it possible a 
child canbe born and 
at the same time, the 
most basic right that 
anyhumanbeing is 
entitled to is denied to 
her?” 

– MOTHER OF MARIA 

8 9S T A T E L E S S N E S S S T A T E L E S S N E S S 
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Dominican Republic. “The 
school asks for the docu­
ments of my children,” 
documents Juliana does 
not have. “I want my chil­
dren to study, to get ahead, 
something I didn’t do,” but 
without those vital pieces 
of paper her children and 
many others may not be 
able to even attempt liv­
ing a normal life. 

“I missed out on getting a scholarship to study in Japan because I had no ID card, 
no nationality,” says Sheila, who grew up stateless in Viet Nam. 

Shaming and threats are sometimes employed. “The teachers enter the class­
room and tell those who don’t have IDs to raise their hands,” one girl in the Do­
minican Republic recalls. “Then those who have IDs tease those of us who don’t. 
They say ‘the trucks are coming to deport you. You cannot take your exams. You 
are wasting your time. You are not going to get anywhere with your life.’” 

In Myanmar, only 4.8% of stateless girls and 16.8% of stateless boys complete pri­
mary education, compared to 40.9% and 46.2% of other boys and girls. 

Children sometimes beat the odds and the result can be spectacular. Undaunted, 
many stateless children have gone on to achieve great things. 

Srinuan has a remarkable story. 
Facing challenges in completing 
education, she persevered and 
graduated from school with the 

In Kyrgyzstan, a mother of 
three, one suffering from 
epilepsy, has difficulty in 
obtaining medical care and 
social allowances for her 
children and lives in poverty 
because she cannot find 
work. 

Children in Telipok, Sabah,
 
Malaysia. Many children of
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A stateless refugee 
from Syria holds his 
maktoumeen card, a 
document issued to 
unregistered stateless 
Kurds which confers no 
rights or status. 

STEFAN 
ZWEIG 
(1881 – 1942) 
Author, born Austrian 
Made stateless in 1938 

S T A T E L E S S A C H I E V E R S 

flict, many refugees have lost the identity documents which are required in order 
to register the births of refugee children in the country of asylum. Challenges also 
arise in relation to registering children born out of wedlock or to parents whose re­
ligious marriages have not been formally registered. In Lebanon, UNHCR found that 
78% of new births surveyed since their arrival to Lebanon were not registered with 
the national authorities by Syrian refugees. Further research is underway to assess 
the scale of the issue in the other main countries of asylum. UNHCR continues to 
work with national authorities to simplify the requirements for registration, and to 
make civil registration of marriages and births more accessible to refugees. It has 
also undertaken a mass awareness­raising campaign in coordination with UNICEF 
and other partners to explain procedures to refugees, including through brochures 
and instructional videos shown at help desks, camps and registration points. 

support of a local foundation. She 
continued to pursue her educa­
tion and won a full scholarship to 
study at a university in the United 
States where she was shocked that 
people “treated me like an equal. 
Even if I told them I was stateless 
they still wanted to be friends.” 

“I could travel freely,” she con­
tinues. “I was not the same person 
that I was in Thailand. I would 
think ‘Why can’t I feel the same 
way in my home country?’” But 
when she did return home “to re­
new my travel documents I felt like my struggle was beginning all over again.” migrants are unable to 

EDUCATION: A BASIC HUMAN RIGHT DENIED? 
Education is a particularly thorny issue. Stateless children can be refused permis­

Empowered by her education, she eventually returned to live in Thailand where 
she successfully fought to obtain Thai nationality. Her success encouraged others 

establish a nationality. 
Some are completely 
undocumented and do not 

sion to enter public schools, denied higher education and stigmatized by teachers in her village to follow her example. have access to education. 

and other pupils alike. UNHCR’s Campaign is aimed at resolving the statelessness which results in the 
“What affects me most is that I cannot declare my children,” says Juliana in the kind of hardship faced by thousands of children, like Srinuan, today. 

10 11 S T A T E L E S S N E S S S T A T E L E S S N E S S 



     

   

 
 

               
           

         
                     

                         
                       

                   
     

                           
                           
                 

 
                       

                             
                       

                             
           

                     
                           
                         

                           
                     

   
                 

                           

                         
                           
                           

   
             

       
     
   

     
   

     
       
       

   
     

   
 

 
 

                         
                         

                     
                     

                       
                           

               
                         

                               
                       
                             

                         
   

                         
                           
                       

                             
                         

                       
                         

                 

   
     

 
   

     
     
   

 
 

 

      

 

   
     

   
   
     

   
   

   
       

     
     
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
©

 U
N

H
C

R /
 B

. SO
K

O
L /

 JU
LY

 20
14 

“...a form of punishment more primitive than torture” 
A 1 0 ­Y EAR CAMPA IGN TO END STATE L E SSNESS 

	������� :Under 
ConstantPressure 

TT H E L A C K O F N A T I O N A L I T Y C A N D I S T O R T A N D O F T E N D E S T R O Y 

the basic human partnership—the family. 
Statelessness discourages young people from marrying in the first place and from 

having children, even if they do form a partnership. The pressures of being officially 
“If I hadknown 
therewould be 
these problems, 
Iwouldnever have 
married myhusband. 
Why aremy children 
to blame for amistake 
Imade?Nowmy kids 
can’t access education 
orhealthcare, andmy 
husband suffers from 
the problem 
emotionally.” 

– A JORDANIAN WOMAN 

MARRIED TO A FOREIGNER 

UNABLE TO PASS ON 

HIS NATIONALITY 

TO HIS CHILDREN 

IGOR 
STRAVINSKY 
(1882­1971) 
Composer 
Became stateless in 1921 

S T A T E L E S S A C H I E V E R S 

‘invisible’ can destroy the family unit through physical separation or legal quagmires. 
The administrative nightmare may last for generations, continuing the cycle of 

degradation and hopelessness. 
Kosala, a young stateless man in Viet Nam wanted to get married but “my girl­

friend’s parents asked ‘Who are you?’ I had no documents, no ID, no nationality. I 
couldn’t even get a marriage certificate from the authorities.” 

IMPOSSIBLE DECISIONS 

Knowing they would pass their statelessness on to their children, one stateless cou­
ple told UNHCR they had decided not to start a family because they could not face 
cursing their children with the same deprivation and despair of statelessness. “I feel 
bad when I see others with babies, because I cannot have a baby,” the wife says. 
“Every married couple wants to have children.” 

In Madagascar, Elina reiterates that heartache. “I really want to start having chil­
dren. I have been married long enough. But I won’t until I get my nationality.” 

In Belgium, Gabir, a stateless man from the Middle East, cannot marry his girl­
friend who is a European Union citizen because he is stateless and lacks the nec­
essary identity papers. He also cannot even officially acknowledge the paternity of 
their child. 

Legal headaches are magnified. The stateless often face insoluble problems 
over property rights or the custody of children following the death of a spouse or 
separation. 

They are at risk of arrest or detention each day because they lack an official 
ID. They live in constant fear of being expelled from a country or sometimes resort 
to fleeing and split up their families in a desperate attempt to resolve their chil­
dren’s statelessness. 

Gender discrimination is particularly insidious. Twenty­seven countries today 

S T A T E L E S S N E S S 

S P EC IAL REPORT / FAMIL I E S
 

still prevent women from passing on their nationality to children on an equal ba­
sis as men. Nabila, a Syrian mother, worries about her stateless daughter who was 
unable to acquire her father’s nationality before her parents divorced. She despairs, 
“Although my daughter has a good degree from Damascus University, without cit­
izenship or identification papers, she cannot accept the many job offers and travel 
opportunities she receives. She is only 25 years old, but her future is bleak.” 

Families’ plight can sometimes result in dreadful choices. 
Some couples seek divorce, in part because it is one of the few decisions they 

have full control over and in part because divorce is one of the few means of ex­
iting the cycle of despair. Archaic nationality rules in some countries mean divorce 
may offer an avenue for the children of a stateless father and a national mother to 
acquire her nationality. These children may now gain nationality, but at the cost of 
a broken family. 

Saida in Morocco was unable to pass on her own nationality to her children be­
cause she is a woman. Without nationality, her family had no right to residence and 
when the children reached maturity they faced the problem of leaving the coun­
try every three months to attain a visa and trying to return. Thankfully, the law was 
amended in 2007 changing the lives of thousands of children for the better, in­
cluding Saida’s. Morocco is one of 12 countries that have reformed their national­
ity laws during the past decade allowing mothers to confer their nationality to their 
children in the same way fathers can—an encouraging development. 

S T A T E L E S S N E S S 

A Constitutional Court 
ruling in the Dominican 
Republic stripped over 
200,000 Dominicans of 
Haitian descent of their 
citizenship. Thousands of 
families have suddenly 
found themselves stateless. 
Only two of the nine 
members of the 
Espinal family are still 
legally considered 
Domincan citizens. 

In 27 countries, 
children can be 
left stateless 
becausewomen 
donot have the 
same rights as 
men to confer 
nationality. 
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S P EC IAL REPORT / EVERYDAY L I F E “...a form of punishment more primitive than torture” 
A 1 0 ­Y EAR CAMPA IGN TO END STATE L E SSNESS 

andHumiliation 
Nusret Hodzic, born to 
Montenegrin citizens and 
registered as Serbian, 
became stateless overnight EverydayLife:Frustration 
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due to an administrative 
error in his paperwork. He 
had a well­established life in 
Bar, Montenegro, where he 
owns a house, works for a 
construction company and 

TAT THE AGE OF 17 T H E R O A D B L O C K S C H I L D R E N F I R S T 

ANGEL LOIS JOSEPH encounter at school follow them throughout their 
WAS OFFERED lives, making it difficult and sometimes impossible 
A US$350,000 for them to receive medical attention, obtain a job 
BASEBALL CONTRACT 

WITH THE SAN 

FRANCISCO GIANTS. 
THE OFFER WAS 

SUBSEQUENTLY 

WITHDRAWN BECAUSE, 
THOUGH HE WAS BORN 

IN THE DOMINICAN 

REPUBLIC, HE WAS 

DENIED CITIZENSHIP 

THERE AND HAD NO 

OFFICIAL IDENTIFICATION 

DOCUMENT. 

A man collects cocoa pods 
on a plantation in Côte 
d’Ivoire. The nationality of 
hundreds of thousands of 
people in Côte d’Ivoire was 
called into question, leading 
to conflict. The government 
is now working to resolve 
these nationality issues. 

or enjoy other social services. 
Issa highlights the frustration of being a ‘non 

person’ in Kenya. Emphatically, he explains, “You 
cannot leave your house.” Technically, to do so 
without an ID is a crime. “Now, if you cannot leave 
your house, how do you live? How do you look for 
a job?” he asks. “You can’t open a bank account. 
You can’t transact business. You cannot own any­
thing because you don’t exist.” 

Railya was a university professor with numerous 
publications to her name, but as a stateless person 
in France she found it impossible to find employ­
ment or acceptance. “The totally blank expres­
sions on people’s faces. That kills you,” she says. 

OFF LIMITS 

In countries across the globe many jobs are off lim­

its or severely restricted for non­nationals, including public service, teaching, law,
 
medicine and engineering. Some stateless people may be blocked from the labour
 

market altogether. 

tern is repeated in other countries. 
In Kenya, the government issued free mosquito nets, but only households with 

official IDs were eligible. 
“Does malaria only attack Kenyans?” one frustrated stateless person asked at the 

time. 
There are occasional breakthroughs, but rarely without a twist in the tail. 
Sleiman is not authorized to work because he is stateless, but he nevertheless 

runs a successful wrought iron business in Lebanon. His company is registered in the 
name of his wife, who is a Lebanese national. 

Sleiman is also a successful rally car driver and to recognize his sporting achieve­
ments, a cedar tree was officially planted in his honour. But despite his many at­
tempts to be recognized as a Lebanese national, he remains unable to represent 
Lebanon at international sports events and is still stateless. His pain and frustration 
is apparent when he says: “I am nearly 50 years old and I am tired of begging.” 

is well­known in the 
community. Now, deprived 
of his nationality and 
documents, he says he feels 
like he is living in 
quarantine. 

The number one 
cause of 
statelessness 
in the 1990swas 
the dissolution 
of theUSSR and 
Yugoslavia. 
Themain cause 
this decade is 
discrimination. 

Even if they can find work, stateless people often have to ac­
cept wages substantially lower than nationals, little chance of 
promotion and the expectation of dismissal at any moment. 
“My salary is nothing more than pocket money,” says Aldul­
rahman, who lives in Kuwait. 

Because of such situations, stateless people face greater 
everyday pressures than other groups. 

In Myanmar, for example, nationals normally use state hos­
pitals and clinics. However, because of government rules, state­
less people have to resort to private clinics—which are much 
more expensive—or rely on non­profit organizations. This pat­
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MARC 
CHAGALL 
(1887­1985) 
Artist 
Fled occupied Europe 
to USA in 1941 (had a 
Nansen passport) 

S T A T E L E S S A C H I E V E R S 
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“...a form of punishment more primitive than torture” 
A 1 0 ­Y EAR CAMPA IGN TO END STATE L E SSNESS 

������������� :Coming
InfromtheCold 

SS T A T E L E S S P E O P L E W A N T N O T H I N G M O R E T H A N T O C O M E I N F R O M
 

the cold—to belong.
 
But this is often impossible. They have few rights in either their social or pro­


fessional lives and are often voiceless and politically impotent in communities
 

“In the political life of 
the country, I donot 
have any voice.” 

– A STATELESS MAN 

IN THE BALTICS 

Stateless people
 
almost never
 
enjoy the right
 
to vote or stand
 
for public office.
 

where most have lived for many years. 
A woman in Brunei Darussalam expresses how helpless she felt: “Even if I do voice 

my opinion, I don’t think by my own voice it would matter.” 
And yet the ‘pull’ of the local community and state is strong even among these 

excluded people. A majority of stateless persons in Estonia said in a series of in­
terviews that they viewed that country as home and wanted nothing more than to 
actively participate in the full political process. 

Exceptionally among stateless populations worldwide, stateless people in Estonia 
can vote in local elections but they still cannot stand as candidates, participate in 
national referenda or parliamentary elections or join a political party. 

As Railya in France eloquently articulates, there is nothing quite as hopeful, or 
in some cases as elusive, as feeling at home. “In Russian, there is a plant with no 
roots, perakati pole (tumbleweed). It tumbles. It rolls away with the breeze. That is 
statelessness. And me, I want to put down my roots.” 

NO VOICE 

The mood has changed in certain countries and in some situations stateless peo­
ple are beginning to gain a tentative social foothold, often aided by stateless and 
local advocacy groups. 

In one case, filed by the Urdu­speaking Peoples Youth Rehabilitation Movement, 
the Bangladesh High Court in 2008 ruled that members of an Urdu­speaking mi­
nority which had been stateless since independence, were, in fact, nationals: 

“By keeping the question of citizenship unresolved on wrong assumptions over 
the decades, this nation has not gained anything—but rather was deprived of the 
contribution they could have made in nation building,” the court observed. 

A grassroots movement, Stateless Young Brazilians, Brasileirinhos Apatridas, ral­
lied expatriates and their children to successfully push for a 2007 amendment to 
a constitutional provision which had required children born of Brazilian parents out­

S T A T E L E S S N E S S 

S P EC IAL REPORT / PA RT I C I PAT I O N
 

Celebrations in the village 
of Dronguine, Côte d’Ivoire. 
The children of the village 

side the country to return home to live before they could be granted nationality.	 have received birth 
certificates which help to That requirement often resulted in children becoming stateless. It’s estimated that 
ensure that they are 

as many as 200,000 children were able to acquire Brazilian nationality as a result recognized as citizens of 
of the reform. Côte d’Ivoire. 

Stateless groups in Mauritania and Kenya have used human rights mechanisms 
to lodge complaints at the international level. Elsewhere, groups employed peti­
tions, public demonstrations and social media to demand a solution to their plight. 

J.S. is another example of a stateless person who desperately wants and needs 
his voice to be heard. He is of Malawian origin but was born and lived in Zimbabwe 
until he was 10 years old. He then traveled to South Africa with his mother before 
being abandoned by her. He attempted to obtain Zimbabwean documentation, even 
travelling back to Zimbabwe to pursue the necessary paperwork, but to no avail. He 
was unable to legally marry his companion, because he was undocumented and, he 
worries that his child might be stateless and voiceless also. 

“My dream is to have a document so that I can vote. I want the government to 
see me and to recognize my problem and to listen.” “Me, now I’m old, but now I’m 
looking to the dreams of my child. I want him to have a future.” 

Although there is already a community of UN, NGO and local actors working to 
resolve statelessness, a key component of UNHCR’s Campaign to End Statelessness 
is to foster greater partnership between the agency, governments, other inter­
national organisations, civil society and stateless groups to form a ‘global coali­
tion’ and increase their collaboration to fight statelessness. 

MSTISLAV 
ROSTROPO­
VICH 
(1927­2007) 
Cellist, conductor and 
political activist 
Stateless from 1978 
to 1990 

S T A T E L E S S A C H I E V E R S 
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“...a form of punishment more primitive than torture” 
A 1 0 ­Y EAR CAMPA IGN TO END STATE L E SSNESS 

S P EC IAL REPORT / SECUR ITY
 

�������� :LivingUnder

ConstantThreat 

SS T A T E L E S S N E S S C A N S P A R K 

inter­communal strife or even 
civil conflict—but resolution of 
statelessness can also provide a 
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“They issuedme a 
driver’s licensewhen 
I produced an ID. 
NowI candrive an 
auto­rickshaw formy 
livelihood. My two 
daughters havebeen 
admitted to primary 
school. Andnow I am 
planning to move 
from our settlement.” 

– A FORMERLY STATELESS 

URDU­SPEAKING MAN IN 

BANGLADESH 

MARGARETHE 
VON TROTTA 
Film­maker 
Born stateless in Germany 
in 1942 

S T A T E L E S S A C H I E V E R S 

new start. 
People become condemned in 

an unending cycle of repeated 
imprisonment or remain trapped 
in their own homes for years. 
There is an ever­present feeling 
of potential betrayal, even by 
friends and relatives, true in the world’s most developed countries as well as in 
chronically unstable regions. 

Hundreds of thousands of stateless people live in the West African state of Côte 
d’Ivoire and when civil war broke out there in 2002, it was fuelled by disputes over 
Ivorian identity and nationality. 

Refugee communities across the globe often include stateless people forced to 
flee their already precarious positions, imposing additional strains on local com­
munities and states. 

Stateless people often live in a constant state of siege. “I am afraid to go out,” 
Gabir in Belgium says. “Everywhere I go I am afraid that someone will ask for my 
identity card.” Um Chadi, a mother of three stateless sons in the Middle East, has 
had to rescue her son from jail several times after he has been picked up en route 
to his early morning job. “At 2 a.m. in the morning. Once at 3 a.m. as well, I went to 
the police station to pick him up. Is that a life? Honestly, it’s not a life.” 

Stateless people from Myanmar living in Bangladesh became entangled in a vi­
cious cycle of continuous imprisonment for years. Released after initial immigra­
tion or criminal sentences, they were immediately re­imprisoned because the au­
thorities were unable to deport them to Myanmar where they were ‘non­persons.’ 
They acquired their own nickname, ‘the released prisoners,’ and even gained the sym­
pathy of other inmates. 

NO BOUNDARIES 

The stigma of statelessness recognizes no boundaries. 
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Stateless people are often treated as irregular immigrants, and in Britain one third 
of stateless persons interviewed for a 2011 study said that they had been detained 
at one time or another for a period of a few days to five years under the country’s 
immigration powers. 

“Once I was not allowed to enter my younger daughter’s school since I was not 
able to produce an ID,” recalls a woman in Sri Lanka who has since acquired na­
tionality under groundbreaking reforms there. “I avoided going to town during con­
flict times because I did not have an identity card, fearing the possibility of arrest 
by the police.” 

As stateless people often lack both nationality and necessary identity docu­
mentation, they are vulnerable to arrest or detention, forcible eviction, expul­
sion and even trafficking. One stateless woman in Thailand recalls, “Businessmen 
came to look for young girls. These men were human traffickers. I saw some state­
less girls go and work as prostitutes.” 

Insecurity is insidious, always present and invading even the most intimate of 
relationships. People without papers often cannot own anything. “I have registered 
my car in my brother­in­law’s name,” one man in the Gulf says. “I like him. I think 
he is a good guy. However, I keep telling my sister to say good things about me to 
him. I don’t want him to be angry. I could be left with nothing.” 

The wheels of justice do work for some. In Thailand, the dispossessed often turn 
to community leaders for assistance. And there have been a string of recent suc­
cesses in European, African and inter­American regional courts to resolve human 
rights complaints on statelessness. 

A B OV E 

Stateless men and women 
often risk their lives in a 
desperate bid to resolve 
their status. 

L E F T 

More than two decades 
after the break­up of 
the USSR, the only 
documentation possessed 
by many stateless people 
are their old Soviet 
passports. 

Statelessnesswas 
a root cause of 
armed conflicts 
in twoAfrican 
countries in the 
past 20 years. 
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SPEC IAL REPORT / SOLUTIONS “...a form of punishment more primitive than torture” 
A 1 0 ­Y EAR CAMPA IGN TO END STATE L E SSNESS 

After having worked 
tirelessly to become a 
Thai citizen, Srinuan 
finally acquired 
nationality. She has since Seeking set up an organization to 
help other stateless 
people be recognized as 
Thai citizens. Solutions 

TT H E P R O B L E M O F M A R G I N A L I Z A T I O N H A S P E R S I S T E D F O R C E N T U R I E S . 
The world’s 10 million stateless live a marginalized, invisible existence. Their lives Resolving 
have been disrupted or destroyed with incalculable social, economic or political statelessness 
consequences. is possible: The nightmare continues today—the woman who weeps that “it is better not to
 
exist than to be without identity papers”; the youngster in the Dominican Republic
 Since 2003, over 
denied an escape from poverty and an attractive career as a baseball player; and the fourmillion 
woman in Madagascar who refuses to start a family until she gets citizenship. “After years of living stateless persons 

in limbo, finally, I But there are also individual and national beacons of hope: the Thai woman who, 
around theworld have the feeling that I having gained her own nationality is helping other stateless people acquire their
 

belong to a country… own; the Ivorian man now actively involved in local politics; the recognition by the
 have acquired a 
Mycountry, my Bangladesh High Court of the citizenship of the Urdu­speaking minority; and the nationality. 
people and I regained granting of nationality to over 60,000 people in Kyrgyzstan.
 
thenationality and UNHCR’s 10­year Campaign to End Statelessness will harness a unique window
 
we feel again part of of opportunity to garner public, national and international support to finally erad­
this great nation.” icate the scourge of statelessness within a decade. 

– SHEIK AL­NUMANI Statelessness created during a single moment in history can go on to affect peo­
FROM IRAQ 

ple for generations and unless action is taken, these disenfranchised populations
 
will continue to grow. Statelessness, however, can be resolved in a single moment,
 
too.
 

The key factor to a solution is political will; then relatively simple and low­cost statelessness and prevent new cases of statelessness during the next 10 years. 
reforms that can have an immediate, permanent impact. Persuading and supporting states to undertake several key actions could sever 

During the past five years, UNHCR has quintupled its budget for resolving state­ the vicious cycle of statelessness that affects millions of people globally. The ac­
lessness and a special mechanism created by High Commissioner Guterres will pro­ tions include: 
vide increased funds for particularly promising and important projects. The Exec­  Ensuring that every birth is registered, thereby helping to establish le­

ANNA 
PAVLOVA 
(1881­1931) 
Prima ballerina 
Became stateless in 1921 

S T A T E L E S S A C H I E V E R S utive Committee of the High Commissioner’s Programme has approved a budget of gal proof of parentage and place of birth—key elements of proof nec­
US$68 million for 2015. essary to establish a nationality. 

In addition to the agency’s own global staff network of aid workers who care for  Ensuring that all children are granted nationality if they would other­
and protect the world’s displaced and stateless people, over 20 additional spe­ wise be stateless for example, if their own parents are already stateless. 
cialists have been deployed around the world to work with governments and  Removing gender discrimination from nationality laws so that women 
other relevant organizations to address statelessness. can pass on their nationality to their children on an equal basis as men. 

The Campaign to End Statelessness aims to fully resolve existing situations of Where fathers are stateless or unable or unwilling to take steps to 
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“...a form of punishment more primitive than torture” 
A 1 0 ­Y EAR CAMPA IGN TO END STATE L E SSNESS 

Seeking

Solutions
 

An ethnic Korean 
who moved to Ukraine 
in 1993 and has lived 
with a local woman 
for more than a decade 
still cannot officially 
register their union. 

Since 2004, 
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12 countries have 
reformed their 
nationality laws to 
allowwomen to 
confer nationality 
to their children. 

O P P O S I T E PAG E 

Higna is a Dominican of 
Haitian descent who had her 
Dominican citizenship 
revoked, rendering her 
stateless. An exceptional 
student, Higna was offered a 
scholarship to a university 
at just 16 years old. Unable 
to receive her cedula, the 
Dominican national identity 
card, Higna was unable to 
attend university or apply 
for jobs. Daunted but 
refusing to be defeated, 
Higna is taking courses in 
English and other studies 
and is continuing her fight 
to regain her citizenship. 

pass on their nationality, gender parity in nationality could prevent 
childhood statelessness in thousands of cases. 

 Resolving current situations of statelessness through changes to legis­
lation or government policy which in most cases is the simplest, most 
low­cost approach to address statelessness. 

 Eliminating discrimination because of race, ethnicity, religion, gender 
or disability which is sometimes enshrined in law and has affected 
hundreds of thousands of members of minority groups across the 
world. 

Other measures, which will be highlighted in discussions with governments and 
relevant international and regional organizations, public and academic confer­
ences, include guarantees of a nationality to individuals affected by the creation 
of a new state or the transfer of territories between states; encouraging all coun­
tries to accede to the two UN conventions on statelessness; ensuring that stateless 
migrants acquire a legal status and a nationality through government procedures; 
and the gathering of more comprehensive data on stateless people and the causes 
of their statelessness. 

“Ending decades of social injustice ingrained in the everyday life will not be 
easy but it is simply the right thing to do,” High Commissioner Guterres said. 
“Stateless people almost always have strong ties to one country or another. With 
political will and our combined efforts, those ties between people and states can 
be recognized. Millions of people will finally have a country to call their own and 
will finally have the same opportunities enjoyed by the rest of us.” 
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