Stories from the Field: “Refugees are not passive victims. When given the chancge, they really want to contribute to their society”

 An interview with our Swedish UNHCR colleague Yesper Widell in San Pedro Sula, Honduras

“Stories from the Field” is an interview series providing insight into the daily lives of some of our Northern European colleagues, working for UNHCR, the UN Refugee Agency, all over the world.

Why did you choose to work for UNHCR?
“For various reasons, I think., itThis work combines many interests of mine, and perhaps a stroke of chance was also involved. For one thing, when I saw the level of suffering and hardship facing the millions of forcibly displaced people around the world, more than triple the population living in all the Nordic countries combined, mya natural reaction wasis to want to assist in some way. because i It’´s horrific, and the pure scale of it is staggering.

Perhaps that’´s what urged me to do something back in 2005, when I engaged with local NGOs in Stockholm, mostly working with global solidarity campaigns and issues. But the real eye-opener for me when it comes to humanitarian work was the devastating 2008 Sichuan earthquake in China, where  where I was doing an academic exchange program at the time. I could see the destruction with my own eyes, and how people came together to try to solve the situation with different relief and rebuilding efforts, and so I started thinking about how I could contribute in these situations. 

After Sichuan, I didjoined a Mmaster’s degree in International Humanitarian Action, and within that field, I found myself interest mostly gravitating towards working with refugee protection. In the end, I chose to work with UNHCR because of my interest in protection but also, because of a chance opportunity, I simply happened to get an internship with UNHCR, and then I continued because I like the protection work we do. 

What motivated me then, and what stillkeeps inspiresing me most now, is the amazing resilience and capabilitiesthe capacity of the displaced populations we assist. It’´s a misconception that refugees are passive victims. When given the chance, they really want to contribute to their society. but rather tThey have a really strong sense of agency and contribute to the communities they’re in, societies where they are, as long as they are given the opportunity to do so. 

It´s a misconception that refugees are passive victims. When given the change they really want to contribute to their society


How do you describe your work?
The one word that comes to mind is diversity. UNHCR is quite unique in the sense that we cover a very broad range of responsibilitiesactivities. Even being in one the same duty station, there’ is a lot of variety ofin tasksactivities for eachone staff member., where i In the morning you mightcould helpassist refugees to dig a latrine or construct a house, at midday you’ll have a protection interview with a family who hashaving recently crossed the border, and in the afternoon you’ll  will attend a high level meeting to advocate for a policy change in the country. 

But I also think of the diversity in the sense of inclusion in our programs. where w We strive to involvemake all the people we help and let them have a voiceassist, regardless of age,  and gender orand other factors, be involved and have a voice. It’sAnd also diverseity in terms of the working environment; thewhere staff is very internationalcomes from different places and we rotate to new locations when needed.     

I now work as the Head of Office in San Pedro Sula, Honduras. It’´s a new, and challenging positionfunction and it’´s also a new context for me. Many people might associate UNHCR with refugee camps where people havelive with limited resources and in confined, but secure, areas. Here in San Pedro Sula, it’´s totally different: with various street gangs dominatecontrolling entire sectors of the city, both physically and socially, and useing violence, extortion, and forced recruitment and threats to keep the population under their control. The people whoat risk being of forced displacedment are actually living side-by-side with the perpetrators,  and with little or no state presence, which makes it a highly complex situation to address. This has led to hundreds of thousands of people fleeing communities within Honduras, as well as seeking refuge abroad. 

To provide protection and solutions in this environment, we work very closely with the municipality, the private sector, civil society and development actors to jointly formulate and implement a strategy. We also try to use the opportunities a city provides, including the infrastructure and the use of more technological solutions. This so called Wwhole-of-sSociety approach has been very successful, especially in involving and strengthening the resilience and protection of communities at risk through the local government engagement. The San Pedro Sula declaration that we organized here some years ago was an important political stepping stone in this process.  
 
What are some of the best experiences you have had, working for UNHCR?
I would say it’´s a mix of personal experiences as well as our broader achievements we make as an organization. So on the one hand On a personal level, I have ’ve been involved with individual and family cases, conductingand done interviews and helpinged ensure protection for them people or families afterwards. In those situations i It can be very rewarding to see how the family goes from being in an insecure,  and desperate state and slowly change to being and feeling safe, but also starting to rebuild their lives with more hope for the future. 

One surprising example was many years ago when I was in a queu at the Nairobi airport and a person behind tapped me on the shoulder. It turned out to be a very stylish,  and impeccably dressed guy inwith a 3-piece suit who had noticed my UNHCR t-shirt. He then started telling me about how UNHCR had,  once many years ago, saved his life. and then h He was resettled, and becamenow he was a successful, international business man. He basically gave his life story and w We talked for quite some time, and what he said not only made me proud of what we do, but his story really stuck with me for a long time afterwards. 

So those examples ofwhen individual lives beinghave been positively affected, and there are millions of those, are always good experiences. But also we shouldn’t not forget the bigger picture that is sometimes is more difficult to see. We also do a lot of advocacy for protection issues that oftenmany times takes years to achieve, but when it finally moves forward, it does happen it’´s also one of the best experiences. For example, Hhere in Honduras, such an example was when the government officially recognized internally displaced peoplement  (persons or groups those who have been forced to flee their country, but have not crossed the border) as a serious concernproblem they had to address.Now w We are currently pushing for a new law that will hopefully allocate resources and structure the government’s response for assisting the internally displaced. 

What are some of the most difficultworst experiences you have had, working for UNHCR?
Some of the more extreme situations arewould be when you see or hear about refugees being who are being denied their basic rights and are treated in a very undignified way. Or in some cases even worse situations, perhaps because they arewere involuntarily repatriated returned back  to a country where their lives arewere at risk. Of course, ats UNHCR, we try our best to prevent those situations from happeningtaking place. But it’´s not always easy; because political issues are often intertwined with humanitarian efforts, and sometimes it can be frustrating when people’s lives are at risk because we aren’tare not given access to the affected population, which can put people’s lives at risk or because of other sensitive issues.  

At a more personal level,  I have often been in situations, especially when doing protection interviews, were it´s easy after some time to you can easily internalize the horrific stories that you keep hearing after a while, especially when doing protection interviews. On the one hand, it’s important to be professional, which includes active listening and showing empathy, but at the same time it’s also very emotionally draining and can cause so called secondary trauma for the interviewer. When combined with working in emergencies and hardship duty stations, whichwhere the working conditions can be quite isolating and psychologically challenging, it can sometimes be quite a quite difficult working environment. Also, funding and capacity constraints often force us to make very tough decisions about what to prioritize, which can leave protection gaps.

I recall a situation in South Sudan, where a displaced population was found in a very remote area.  and aAfter assessing the situation we concluded, along withand the other partners on ground, concluded that in the short term we wouldn’ not be able to address all their urgent needs and ensure that their basics rights were met in the short term. These situations can be very frustrating.That and similar situations when the funding and capacity constraints force us to make very tough priorities that leaves protection gaps is very frustrating. 

Every situation is different, you can always find a way to mitigate the damage and respond to those who most need protection the most. So it’s a balance; when you work for UNHCR, you hear and witness many awful things, but you also see some amazing results that make a lasting impact.  
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