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7 October 2019 marked a critical moment in the #IBelong Campaign to End
Statelessness. 1 This decade long undertaking, launched in 2014 by the Office of
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (‘UNHCR’), reached its
mid-point this year. As part of the annual Executive Committee meeting, UNHCR
held a High Level Segment on Statelessness to assess the status of the Campaign:
achievements and successes in the first five years from 2014–19, and remaining
areas to be addressed in the last half of the Campaign from 2019–24. 2 In order to
concretise efforts to fill any identified gaps, and thereby end statelessness by 2024,
participants including states, international and regional organisations, and nongovernmental organisations (‘NGOs’) were invited to make concrete, timebound
and measurable pledges for action. In a watershed moment for the Campaign, it
received over 350 pledges from a scope of actors to take steps that will play a role
in ending statelessness by 2024. 3
Statelessness is a surreal problem for those afflicted by it. Without a nationality
in any country, stateless persons are often relegated to the fringes of society. Many
stateless people are not able to undertake daily functions necessary for survival,
such as having a legitimate job or doing things that require identification and legal
status such as marrying, going to school, getting medical treatment, owning
property or traveling. Even leaving the house to shop for groceries can result in
detention when an individual cannot show who they are, where they come from,
or where they belong in legal terms. In a world composed of states, statelessness
is a condition of exclusion, fear and a lack of attachment or belonging.
As such, many stateless people live in the shadows, which perpetuates the
problem. How then can statelessness be ended? The problem of statelessness itself
is unknown in scope and severity. Indeed, data is available, and annually reported
on, in relation to only 78 states in the world and this data is only as reliable as the
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systems in place to identify stateless individuals.4 Even with these limitations in
the quality and quantity of available data on statelessness, there are a reported 3.9
million people currently stateless in just 78 countries. 5 With reliable statistical
information from all states globally this number would certainly be significantly
higher. However, a majority of states in the world do not have holistic mechanisms
specifically designed to identify statelessness, to report on statelessness or to move
stateless people out of the shadows into legal existence. Given that nationality can
be granted or confirmed by a state only, and most states have no means of
systematically identifying those who are stateless, this represents a significant
problem in any effort to end this anomaly.
Enter the #IBelong Campaign to End Statelessness. While the goal of ending
statelessness by 2024 may be extraordinarily ambitious, when launched in 2014,
key areas for action were clearly outlined as the means to the end. These included,
for example, the need to: improve qualitative and quantitative data, ensure identity
at birth through birth registration, adopt procedures to determine who is stateless,
remove gender barriers to the grant of nationality, prevent arbitrary or
discriminatory loss of nationality and so on. In short, an invitation was extended
to all states to adopt and effectively implement systems that can and will ensure
that statelessness is prevented. Accession to the two international instruments
designed decades ago for this purpose, the 1954 Convention Relating to the Status
of Stateless Persons (‘1954 Convention’) and the 1961 Convention on the
Reduction of Statelessness (‘1961 Convention’), was also underlined as a critical
rallying point for the identification, prevention and reduction of statelessness both
within and across borders. 6 So, the means to the end was outlined at the outset of
the Campaign. 7
What are some of the findings from the High-Level Segment on Statelessness
with regard to the status of the Campaign?
Certainly, the actual number of reductions in cases of statelessness is relevant
to this question. According to data available to UNHCR, well over 200,000 people
had their situation of statelessness resolved in the first five years of the Campaign. 8
Kyrgyzstan became the first country in the world to announce that all known cases
of statelessness on its territory have been resolved. 9 Indeed, the 2019 Nansen
Refugee Award went for the first time to a human rights lawyer working on
statelessness, Mr Azizbek Ashurov, whose organisation, the Ferghana Valley
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Lawyers Without Borders, helped well over 10,000 stateless people gain Kyrgyz
nationality. 10 This effort was undertaken in close partnership with government
counterparts at the local and central levels and demonstrates clearly the success
that can be achieved through the collective efforts of civil society, government
administrations and stateless people themselves.
However, 200,000 plus people in the face of a known 3.9 million, which is itself
not the full picture as outlined above, is cause for concern regarding the potential
to resolve all cases in the next five years. The resolution rate would need to be
amplified exponentially in order for statelessness to end by 2024. This of course
does not take into consideration the many cases yet to be identified beyond the 3.9
million, or new cases created during this period.
Nonetheless, given developments during the first half of the Campaign as well
as the number and nature of pledges for action received at the High-Level Segment
itself, there is arguably a new momentum to address statelessness and to bring the
problem out of the shadows. For example, from 2014–19, seven states changed
laws to prevent statelessness at birth, 11 two states reformed laws so women can
confer their nationality to their children on an equal basis with men, 12 11 states
adopted statelessness determination procedures, 13 nine states introduced measures
to facilitate naturalisation for stateless migrants 14 and 24 new accessions to a
statelessness convention took place. 15 As a point of reference it should be recalled
that it takes time to get a campaign off the ground. Moreover, an analysis of the
right action to take, as well as the actual implementation of changes to laws,
requires time. Against this backdrop, the developments during the first five years
are not only important, they illustrate a new awareness of and determination to act
to resolve the problem of statelessness.
Moreover, states are no longer left largely on their own in determining how to
find and resolve problems of statelessness. At the regional level, for example,
critical strides have been made in furthering platforms that will support states
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nationally and within regions to address statelessness. These include the 2014
Brazil Declaration and Plan of Action, 16 the 2015 Abidjan Declaration of
ECOWAS Member States on the Eradication of Statelessness, 17 the 2017 Banjul
Plan of Action of the Economic Community of West African States on the
Eradication of Statelessness, 18 the 2017 Declaration of the International
Conference on the Great Lakes Region Member States on the Eradication of
Statelessness, 19 the 2018 N’Djamena Initiative on the Eradication of Statelessness
in Central Africa and the 2018 League of Arab States’ Arab Declaration on
‘Belonging and Legal Identity’. 20
Prior to the High-Level Segment, UNHCR, together with partners, conducted
10 regional workshops throughout the world to facilitate discussions on successes
to date as well as any remaining gaps at the national and regional levels. 21 These
consultations led in many instances to a series of pre-High-Level Segment
commitments for action, as outlined by states, partners, regional organisations,
civil society and advocates. These commitments were clearly manifested at the
High-Level Segment where over 350 pledges were delivered by states,
organisations and civil society outlining action planned to end statelessness by
2024. This number of pledges, most of them specific, timebound and measurable,
is unprecedented with regard to the problem of statelessness. Never before has
there been such an upswelling of support and collaboration to eradicate
statelessness and to ensure that by a specific point in time every person on the
planet is able to state ‘I Belong’ to a particular country. This level of commitment
to act makes the potential to end statelessness an operational challenge rather than
an abstract idea.
It is also of note that the High-Level Segment included broad representation of
those in positions to play a role in reaching the critical target. The panel segment
included not only policy makers, leaders and advocates such as the Deputy
Secretary-General of the United Nations, Ms Amina Mohammed, the High
Commissioner for Refugees, Mr Filippo Grandi and the High Commissioner on
National Minorities from the Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe, Mr Lamberto Zannier, it also included a well-known actor, director and
UNHCR Goodwill Ambassador, Ms Cate Blanchett, as well as a formerly stateless
person and civil society activist, Ms Maha Mamo. The panel configuration and
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interaction itself illustrated the type of partnership that is critical to the success of
the Campaign. Outreach, listening, understanding, advocacy, personal
representation, individual accounts, research, media and public interest are all
necessary components in capturing hearts as well as minds in order to drive
change.
Equally important as part of the event were the perspectives and contributions
of civil society as outlined by the many NGOs working on the issue of
statelessness. These organisations are addressing the problem of statelessness
from a variety of angles, from international coverage on problems such as
childhood statelessness, regional coverage on deeply rooted traditions and
practices on nationality to specific thematic coverage on issues such as gender
discrimination and barriers for women to convey their legal identity to their family
members.
As noted above with regard to the success of Kyrgyzstan in ending
statelessness, it is through the collaborative efforts of civil society, stateless
persons, government institutions, regional and international agencies and the
triangulated approach this allows that statelessness can be identified, resolved and
prevented from arising again. The partnership and engagement of civil society is
clearly a key to ensuring that stateless people are identified and advised on steps
to resolve their situation. The work of NGOs is equally instrumental in shifting
policy and perspectives with regard to statelessness, not only within states but also
at the regional and international levels. The global network of civil society actors
on statelessness is another critical component to success.
Receiving over 350 pledges, therefore, from a range of actors to take steps that
will play a role in ending statelessness by 2024 is a breakthrough for the
Campaign.
Now, however, is the most critical moment in the effort to eradicate
statelessness. Mid-way into the Campaign, in global terms, there is but one state
that has managed to resolve all known cases on the territory. The half-way point
has 93 States Parties to the 1954 Convention and 74 States Parties to the 1961
Convention, a great step forward but still less than half of all states globally for
either instrument. 22 Amongst the 350 plus pledges, the majority of which come
from states, 23 some critical areas are covered such as the introduction of
statelessness determination procedures, better identification of who is stateless and
why, improvement in birth registration, providing a legal status to stateless
migrants and some efforts at addressing existing problems of gender
discrimination, but these pledges alone do not cover holistically all the problems,
all of the gap areas, or indeed all of the regions globally.
In other words, although highly successful in terms of incrementally moving
forward the agenda for the eradication of statelessness, an assessment of pledges
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running to 2024 suggests that while there is interest and political will to address
statelessness, it is not yet universal in scope, aspiration or timeframe. 24
By way of example, 25 states globally are reported to have inequality in
legislation between men and women with regard to nationality determination.25
Of these 25 states, seven are listed as having extremely limited circumstances if
any for women to convey their nationality to their children which, without
safeguards in place, creates a high risk of statelessness. Early analysis of pledges
received indicates that only one of these seven states, Eswatini, pledged to change
this situation. This means that without further action, discrimination against
women in the conferral of nationality to children will be maintained in certain
states, and additional cases of childhood statelessness are likely.
As another measurable example, and again based on an early analysis of
pledges received, 15 states committed to accede to the 1954 Convention while 21
states committed to accede to the 1961 Convention. These additional states parties
would bring the total to 108 and 95 for the 1954 and the 1961 Statelessness
Conventions respectively by 2024, an important increase but not yet universal in
scope.
A similar analysis can be made with regard to other pledges received for
example on the collection of data concerning statelessness, and so on. There may
be more states that are considering taking action despite not making a pledge.
Robust advocacy toward ending statelessness in all states, with or without pledges,
is certainly one critical area where strengthened review, collaboration and
partnership will be needed. Indeed, one of the key outcomes of the High-Level
Segment on Statelessness is a better understanding of where future efforts are
required to reach the Campaign goal of ending statelessness by 2024.
Overall, therefore, if all received pledges are implemented, important strides
will continue to be made. However, at this pace we cannot expect to see a complete
end to statelessness in five short years. While a reduction in the number of stateless
cases and the prevention of many future cases is certainly desirable and an
achievement in its own right, assuming momentum is maintained, nothing less
than the complete eradication of statelessness should be the goal given the severe
deprivation caused in the lives of those who still are or will become stateless.
At this juncture, therefore, some critical areas for focus include the following.
STRENGTHENING PARTNERSHIPS
Statelessness is not a problem with regard to law only. Changing perceptions about
nationality entitlement is often a precursor to the introduction of legal
prescriptions. An ‘us versus them’ confrontational methodology typically leads to
fewer and more short-lived results, while consultative engagement and
accountability ensures a role for all in achieving lasting dividends. Partnership
between the state, civil society, stateless populations and concerned organisations
24
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in Kyrgyzstan is one example of what can be accomplished when each has a
prescribed role to play and collaborates in the undertaking. Strengthening
partnerships on statelessness is critical to advance and support the pledges made
and those yet to materialise as part of the #IBelong Campaign.
VISION AND OWNERSHIP AT NATIONAL LEVELS
The right to a nationality as articulated in art 15 of the 1948 Universal Declaration
of Human Rights is a clear statement of entitlement applicable to all people. 26
However, the grant of a nationality is still considered a matter of state sovereignty,
an act performed by a state, deliverable only at the national level. This can leave
quite a gap between the abstract notion of an individual right of all people and a
specific action by a national authority to ensure the grant of nationality to a specific
person. States should be encouraged to establish a political vision that is
aspirational with regard to nationality. Benefits of inclusion far outweigh
limitations inherent in exclusive policies. The goal to end statelessness is most
effectively achieved if set at the national level, ensuring all people can contribute
to the society and community within which they live. A good step for every state
is to establish a national plan of action to end statelessness.
ENDING GENDER BARRIERS TO NATIONALITY DETERMINATION
One hallmark of how inclusive a society is must surely be whether all of its citizens
are equally represented. Denying women the ability to convey their identity and
nationality to their children or to their spouse is therefore counterintuitive with
regard to the representation of women in the society as a whole, in addition to
generating cases of statelessness in multiple instances. Any legal impediments to
advancing gender equality in nationality determination should be identified as
critical areas of focus for the remainder of the Campaign.
ENDING THE RISK OF STATELESSNESS AT BIRTH
Most states grant nationality to a child by virtue of birth on the state’s territory or
through descent from a national, with as many variations on the jus soli and jus
sanguinis approaches as there are states. A very simple formula to end
statelessness within a generation would be that all states grant nationality to
children either born on their territory or descended from their nationals where the
child would otherwise be stateless.
INTRODUCING COMPREHENSIVE SYSTEMS TO IDENTIFY AND RESOLVE
STATELESSNESS.
There is now a great deal of state practice and experience on how to identify
statelessness, how to establish who is stateless, resolving cases internally as well
as with other states, and introducing practices that will avoid instances of
statelessness in the future. The 1954 and the 1961 Statelessness Conventions
respectively outline how to identify statelessness, ensure a legal status and prevent
future cases. As is the case with regard to any risk, it is easier to mitigate the
26
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potential than it is to resolve a problem once created. No state needs to live with
this risk, or to put its citizens at risk given the available tools.
PROVIDING ANNUAL DATA ON STATELESSNESS
To resolve cases, to manage risks, and to ensure a continuous effort to avoid and
address statelessness, it is imperative that all states adopt effective systems to
report on statelessness issues.
In closing, an increasing change in perception with regard to nationality itself
might also be noted. Is this an exclusive sovereign determination when it is also
an individual right? Does it make sense that states maintain very distinct and often
incompatible approaches to something that is so critical to individual survival,
having a nationality? As we move toward the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development and the Sustainable Development Goals, 27 will the need for legal
identity for all result in nationality for all? There are many ways in which people,
communities, societies as well as nations determine their identity. While it has
been suggested that nationality status is but a legal construct that is not
determinative of an individual’s or of a nation’s aspirations, most of these
aspirations are fully dependent on having the legal identity to begin with. The
#IBelong Campaign presents a long-awaited opportunity to develop our notions of
nationality and identity, to evolve our thinking regarding belonging and to advance
not only legal, but also societal and cultural constructs that will stand the test of
time in ending statelessness as a tolerated and marginalised condition. Every effort
must be made toward this end.
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