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I. Introduction 
 
 
 
1. This Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the United Nations Children's Fund 
(UNICEF) is aimed at encouraging and facilitating systematic, predictable, cooperative 
action between the two organizations.  It seeks to build on the recognized comparative 
advantages of each organization and to establish operational modalities of cooperation 
which result in "value-added" elements. 

 
2. Underlying this MOU is the recognition of the respective mandates and responsibilities of 

each organization.  
 
3. UNHCR and UNICEF agree that their joint and separate actions on behalf of children 

(whether with refugee, displaced or  returnee populations, as well as local populations 
affected by the presence of displaced persons or refugees), shall be based upon 
principles contained in the Convention on the Rights of the Child, in international 
instruments governing the rights of refugees and in other human rights instruments, as 
well as upon the related policies enunciated by the Executive Committee of the High 
Commissioner's Programme and the UNICEF Executive Board. 

 
 
 II. Scope 
 
4. This MOU applies in countries where UNICEF has an established office or programme 

and covers activities in favour of the following beneficiary populations: 
 

i) refugees; 
ii) returnees; 
iii) internally displaced persons; 
iv) local populations in the country of origin, affected by the presence of internally 

displaced persons or returnees; or in the country of asylum, affected by the 
presence of refugees. 
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III. Responsibilities in relation to various population groups 
 
 
5. The roles and responsibilities of UNHCR and UNICEF in relation to the population 

groups listed in (4) above, while distinct, are sometimes inter-related. Both UNHCR 
and UNICEF seek to assist national authorities with regard to the well-being of 
children. 

 
(i)  Refugees 
 
6. According to the Statute of its Office, UNHCR is mandated to provide international 

protection to refugees and to promote durable solutions to their problems.  UNHCR is 
ultimately responsible for the international protection and welfare of refugees, which 
may include the provision of assistance, in cooperation with host governments and in 
line with their international obligations. 

 
7. UNICEF, for its part, has been called upon by its Executive Board (Resolution 

1992/21) "to continue providing emergency assistance to refugee and displaced 
women and children, particularly those living in areas affected by armed conflict and 
natural disasters... in accordance with its mandate" and "in collaboration with other 
relevant United Nations Agencies and the international community."  UNICEF's 
assistance to refugees, agreed in each case with the host government and with 
UNHCR, is selective and subject to the availability of resources over and above those 
committed in its Master Plan of Operations for the relevant country programme. 

 
(ii)  Returnees 
 
8. UNHCR and UNICEF will consult with each other to ensure complementarity of 

activities for returnees. 
 

9.  The involvement of UNICEF with returnee children and women could be part, or an 
extension, of a regular country programme; such involvement may require 
undertaking new programme activities within the UNICEF-assisted country 
programme of cooperation.  Normally, UNICEF actions, whether through 
reprogramming of existing resources or through mobilization of supplementary 
resources, are determined through consultation with government and other national 
partners.   
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10. UNHCR's responsibility for returnees is to ensure that voluntary repatriation takes 

place under conditions of safety and with dignity, assisting, where needed, the return 
and reintegration of repatriating refugees and monitoring their safety and well-being 
on return.  The duration and scope of UNHCR's activities in favour of returnees are 
limited and vary according to the specifics of each voluntary repatriation operation. 
UNHCR's involvement may also be determined by specific tripartite or bilateral 
agreements with respective countries outlining the framework of voluntary 
repatriation operations. 

 
(iii)  Internally displaced persons 
 
11. The interventions of UNICEF and UNHCR in favour of internally displaced persons 

are usually part of a broader United Nations coordinated plan of action. 
 
12. UNICEF will assist governments and other authorities to fulfil their obligations to 

protect and aid internally displaced populations.  Within the context of the country 
programme of cooperation, UNICEF focuses capacity-building approaches on 
community-level activities to help women and children with special needs and to 
assure their integration into national programmes for the provision of essential health, 
education and other social services. 

 
13. UNHCR's involvement is selective, applying to persons displaced internally for 

reasons that would make them of concern to UNHCR if they were outside their 
country.  This involvement is based on a specific request of the Secretary-General or 
a competent principal organ of the United Nations and is influenced by the 
consideration of how this might contribute to the prevention and/or solution of refugee 
problems. 

 
(iv) Affected local host populations 
 
14. UNICEF, through the assistance interventions in its country programme of 

cooperation, will support national authorities to ensure that the needs and well-being 
of the local host population are addressed. 

 
15. The involvement of UNHCR with affected local populations is selective, and normally 

is focussed on those living within the areas of refugee influx, return of repatriating 
refugees or internally displaced persons of concern to UNHCR. 
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 IV.   Types of Cooperative Activities 
 
 
(i) Advocacy, Promotion and Strategy Formulation 
 
16. UNHCR and UNICEF will cooperate, whenever appropriate and feasible, in the 

advocacy and promotion of the rights and protection of children of joint concern, 
particularly in the following areas: 

 
a. the right of the child to a name and nationality; the preservation of the child's 

identity; 
 

b. the safety and liberty of children: the prevention of their recruitment into 
armed forces and groups; forced labour, torture, abduction, physical and/or 
sexual abuse and detention; 

 
c. tracing, family reunification, the special concerns related to the evacuation of 

children and adoption. 
 
17. Within the context of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) UNICEF and 

UNHCR will cooperate on the following issues: 
 

a. promotion of implementation of the CRC; 
 

b. organization of educational activities, e.g. seminars, training, or 
school-based projects, aimed at the dissemination of knowledge of the rights 
provided for in the CRC;  

 
c. reporting on the implementation of the CRC to the Committee on the Rights 

of the Child, as well as follow-up on the implementation of the 
recommendations of the Committee. UNHCR and UNICEF will facilitate the 
inclusion of data on refugee children in country reports to the Committee on 
the Rights of the Child. 

  
(ii) Operational Activities 
 
18. The precise mix of UNHCR's and UNICEF's operational activities will vary according 

to situation-specific conditions and needs.  UNICEF's particular strength and 
contribution arises from its long-term country presence and perspective, and lies in its 
ability to focus on relief and development in a mutually reinforcing manner.  UNHCR's 
challenge is to provide relief or initial reintegration assistance in such a way that it is 
an effective complement to or precursor of development activities. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Contingency planning 
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19. Both UNHCR and UNICEF contribute to coordinated U.N. emergency contingency 

planning, normally undertaken in full cooperation with national authorities.  Within this 
framework, UNHCR will invite UNICEF to participate in planning for possible refugee 
influxes.  During such planning activities, UNICEF will review with national 
counterparts and UNHCR ways in which its ongoing country operations may quickly 
be adjusted to enable UNICEF to provide emergency assistance in pre-identified 
sectors. 

 
20. To enhance the effectiveness of a collaborative response to emergencies, both 

organizations shall keep each other informed on the development and maintenance 
of their emergency response capacities, such as, for example, emergency staff 
training and rosters, standby arrangements, material stockpiles, or development of 
telecommunications networks. 

 
Assessment and monitoring 
 
21. UNICEF and UNHCR shall jointly agree on guidelines and specific methodologies for 

assessing and monitoring the situation of children of joint concern and will exchange 
information on programmatic action to be taken. 

 
 
 
Support to unaccompanied children 
 
22. Typically, unaccompanied children are found both within the country of origin and in 

refugee populations.  Within the country of origin, UNICEF will assist national 
authorities to develop, coordinate and apply appropriate policies, standards and 
strategies for the care and family reunification of unaccompanied children.  UNHCR 
takes the lead in relation to unaccompanied children among refugee populations.  
The two organizations will collaborate in the further development and use of global 
programming guidelines and standards and will ensure the necessary operational 
coordination and information-sharing between operations in countries of asylum and 
of origin.  Both agencies will coordinate with ICRC in relation to tracing and 
reunification activities. 
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23. Where special arrangements for the care of unaccompanied refugee children are 

warranted, UNHCR, within its responsibility for overall coordination, shall consult with 
UNICEF to determine how UNICEF may participate in the management and 
implementation of such arrangements; such assistance may be provided in the 
following ways: 

 
i. undertaking assessment(s) of the situation and needs of unaccompanied 

children among each refugee population; 
 

ii. assisting in the adaptation of global principles and guidelines for the care of 
unaccompanied children, (provided in Refugee Children: Guidelines on 
Protection and Care (UNHCR 1994) and in Assisting in Emergencies 
(UNICEF 1986/1996) and, when required, developing and issuing 
situation-specific guidelines in consultation with other organizations directly 
involved in the care of such children and/or family tracing; 

 
iii. taking responsibility for coordinating the setting up and supervision of 

programmes for the care of unaccompanied children and for tracing and 
family reunion. 

 
24. In countries of origin, UNICEF will ensure similar consultation and cooperation with 

UNHCR and with national authorities to facilitate the incorporation of unaccompanied 
returnee children into appropriate programmes. 

 
Promotion of psychosocial well-being 
 
25. UNHCR and UNICEF will collaborate in the further development of guidelines and 

training materials for activities addressing the needs of children traumatized by 
exposure to armed conflict and extreme violence. 

 
26. Where children are exposed to armed conflict, violence, abuse or other great 

hardship within their own countries, UNICEF will collaborate with governments and 
other national partners to assess the psychosocial situation of such children, to 
establish guidelines for care and counseling, and to implement a national programme 
of cooperation aimed at helping traumatized children and at the prevention of further 
traumatization.  UNICEF support will emphasize national capacity development, 
community- and family-based care strategies, and appropriate professional referral 
for the most seriously traumatized children.  UNICEF will collaborate with UNHCR to 
facilitate the integration of returnee children into national programmes. 
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27. In the case of an influx of refugees similarly exposed to traumatic events, UNHCR, in 

consultation with UNICEF and other relevant national institutions and NGOs, will 
coordinate an assessment of the psychosocial situation of refugee children and the 
preparation of a programme of activities to help those who are traumatized and to 
prevent further traumatization.  Such programmes should, to the extent possible, be 
designed with a view to community involvement, while for very seriously traumatized 
children special arrangements would be needed.  A decision on the most appropriate 
modalities for implementation and the allocation of responsibilities will be taken by 
UNHCR after consultation with UNICEF and other organizations directly involved.  
UNICEF may take responsibility, inter alia, for the provision of technical assistance 
and the organization of training. 
 

Support to families and children 
 
28. Community-based activities focussing on the general well-being of refugee children 

are essential to UNHCR's emergency response.  In case of a major refugee 
emergency, this response  may need to be supported by additional capacity.  At the 
request of UNHCR, UNICEF shall assist in the design and development of 
programme activities to strengthen family and community coping and self-help 
strategies and assure as healthy and nurturing an environment as possible for 
children. 

 
29. The well-being, protection and healthy development of the child are best served in a 

secure, caring and informed family environment.  Thus UNICEF gives priority to 
strengthening - or reviving - the capacity of the family to care for the child, to ensuring 
adequate family access to food and to income (for the mother especially), to essential 
knowledge and coping skills.  UNICEF will collaborate with UNHCR to facilitate the 
integration of returnee families into appropriate family-support programmes.  

 
Basic education  
 
30. In seeking to provide educational opportunities for refugee children, UNHCR shall 

draw on the expertise of UNICEF to help assess and analyze the educational status 
and needs of children.  UNHCR and UNICEF will jointly determine how UNICEF may 
contribute to adapting existing educational material, including resources for peace 
education and to the development and provision of basic supplies and equipment. 
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31. UNICEF will seek to ensure that in its regular country programmes of cooperation 

core educational and teacher training materials are identified which can form the 
basis of an early education intervention during an emergency situation.  UNICEF will 
collaborate with UNHCR to ensure continuity in approach, content and teacher 
training between refugee basic education and the basic education system in the 
country of origin.  UNICEF, in its collaboration with national authorities to rehabilitate 
or develop the basic education system of the country of origin, will collaborate with 
UNHCR to facilitate access for returnee children to national schools. 

 
32. Both agencies will coordinate with UNESCO in relation to basic education activities. 
 
Health Activities 
 
33. UNHCR and UNICEF will continue to collaborate to meet the health needs of women 

and children (including adolescents) of concern to both.  UNICEF will focus particular 
attention on support to local populations in the vicinity of refugee camps, working in 
conjunction with local authorities.  Specific activities may include the further 
elaboration of standards, guidelines or manuals, as for example the production of 
"Reproductive Health in Refugee Situations." 

 
34. Measles Immunization.  UNHCR will advise UNICEF immediately of a new refugee 

situation where measles vaccination is a priority need.  UNICEF will provide measles 
vaccine (and other antigens that may be required on an emergency basis) together 
with related equipment and supplies, including cold chain equipment, vaccination 
cards and also Vitamin A supplements. Arrangements for vaccination with UNICEF 
supplies will be decided by mutual agreement, taking into account the implementation 
capacity of national immunization services, NGOs and others. 

 
35. EPI. UNICEF will assist national health authorities of the host country to provide full 

EPI services, where feasible, to refugee women and children, and will help health 
authorities to maintain the standard and coverage of service provision for host 
populations affected by refugee influxes. 

 
36. Support to Safe Motherhood Practices. In the context of a new refugee situation, 

planning for implementation of maternal and neonatal care programmes will be 
undertaken by UNICEF and UNHCR in coordination with host country authorities, 
NGOs and other relevant organizations.  In addition, UNICEF will make available 
clean delivery kits for home and institutional deliveries, whether assisted by 
professional birth attendants or not. When required, UNICEF will provide support to 
strengthen existing national referral systems for women experiencing complications.  
  

 
 
 
 
 
37. Infant and young child feeding.  In stabilized refugee situations, UNICEF and UNHCR 
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will collaborate to support normal growth and nutrition in infants and young children. 
Emphasis will be placed on the promotion, protection and support of exclusive 
breastfeeding for six months and on continued breastfeeding for two years or 
beyond, while ensuring that children are given sufficient good-quality complementary 
food and the necessary care.  Both organizations will ensure compliance with the 
established UNHCR policy for the Acceptance, Distribution and Use of Milk Products 
in Refugee Programmes. 

 
38. Health education in general will also be promoted by both organizations and UNICEF 

will support information, education and communication activities among refugee 
populations, drawing on, and adapting as necessary, existing materials available in 
the host country and the country of origin.  

 
39. Both agencies will coordinate with WHO in relation to basic health activities. 
 
Water and Sanitation 
 
40. At the onset of a refugee emergency, UNHCR may approach UNICEF to assist in 

ensuring provision of adequate quantities of safe water and sanitary services, where 
feasible, to refugee populations. In the framework of its country programme of 
cooperation UNICEF will help national authorities to maintain the standard and 
coverage of service provision for affected host populations, and for returnee 
populations. 

 
41. UNHCR and UNICEF will jointly review and adapt, as necessary, existing designs of 

sanitary facilities used in host countries in order to streamline approaches to 
environmental sanitation for refugees with those in force for host populations.  

 
(iii) Reintegration Activities: Field-level Letters of Understanding 
 
42. UNHCR will inform UNICEF concerning expected repatriation operations at an early 

stage of planning and negotiations for each operation or whenever large-scale 
spontaneous movements are expected. In preparation for the voluntary return of 
refugees to their country of origin, UNHCR,  in consultation with the relevant 
government authorities, will agree on complementary initiatives focused on the areas 
of return, which will ensure the effective reintegration of the people, the availability of 
essential services, and the inclusion of these areas and their populations in 
longer-term national development programmes.   
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43. In each instance, such planning and proposed initiatives, whenever appropriate and 

feasible, shall be the subject of a field-level Letter of Understanding which reflects the 
particular circumstances surrounding the voluntary return and reintegration into the 
country of origin. In particular, such Letters of Understanding should set out, 
inter-alia, the specific institutional framework for cooperation;  the agreed activities of 
each agency in support of returnee communities, especially those aimed at the 
capacity building of governmental structures and non-governmental organizations;  
and the intended linkages between the activities of both organizations. 

 
 
 
 V.  Final Provisions 
 
Resource mobilization 
 
44. Each organization is responsible for mobilizing the resources necessary to discharge 

the responsibilities set out herein.  Should insufficient resources be available for 
immediate action, the other organization shall be consulted. For certain special 
operations, a decision may be taken to issue a Joint Appeal.  Both organizations will 
participate in DHA-coordinated consolidated interagency appeal processes. 

 
Public Information 
 
45. UNHCR and UNICEF will share relevant information of interest to the media, NGOs 

and the public about children of joint concern.  UNHCR and UNICEF will cooperate, 
at both Headquarters and field levels, to promote public awareness of the situation of 
children of concern and the work of each organization to address their needs.  Where 
appropriate and feasible, this cooperation may take the form of joint or coordinated 
development of public information materials and activities.  Each agency shall 
designate focal points at Headquarters for regular consultations in this respect. 

 
Phase-out and handover 
 
46. Prior to the agreed conclusion of any activities pursuant to this MOU or to a field-level 

letter of understanding, or where either UNHCR or UNICEF expects that resources 
will be insufficient for the purposes intended, a mutually agreeable plan for phase-out 
shall be prepared. 

 
47. Each agency shall be responsible for any outstanding obligations or liabilities that 

they may have incurred. Assets, inventory or resources, if any, that remain after the 
conclusion of the activity of the MOU shall be considered for free handover to the 
Agency with a continuing presence or related operations in the area, to national 
institutions, or to suitable NGOs or other institutions responsible for the beneficiary 
population contemplated by the activity. 

 
 
 



  
Memorandum of Understanding between UNHCR and UNICEF Page 11 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 VI.   General Conditions 
 
48. Nothing in this MOU shall affect the relations of either signatory to its Governing 

Body, nor the contractual relationship and administrative supervision of UNHCR and 
UNICEF to their operational partners. 

 
49. The implementation of this MOU will be in compliance with the respective 

administrative and financial rules and procedures of UNHCR and UNICEF and be 
subject to the availability of funds. 

 
50. This MOU will enter into force upon signature and shall be of indefinite duration. 
 
51. This MOU may be terminated by either party upon 90 days' written notice. 
 
52. This MOU may be modified at any time by mutual consent of the parties. 
 
53. The Executive Heads of both organizations will meet when necessary to discuss 

policy issues, and will nominate senior officials to meet at least annually (or regularly) 
to review strategic and implementation issues of particular interest to both 
organizations and to propose possible courses of action to address them.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Signed for 
 
 
 
United Nations High                                                United Nations 
Commissioner for Refugees                                    Children's Fund 
 
 
 
 
 
__________________________                             _____________________________ 
Sadako Ogata                                   Carol Bellamy 
High Commissioner                                                 Executive Director  
for Refugees 
 
 
 
Geneva, 14 March 1996                       


