
An update on statelessness in Europe

ENS interview with Fernand de Varennes, UN Special 
Rapporteur on Minority Issues

Prof Fernand de Varennes was appointed UN Special Rapporteur on Minority Issues in 

2017. We spoke about his work as the Special Rapporteur, how statelessness affects 

minorities and the challenges ahead.

"I'm hoping to work in the next few months with a panel of the world’s leading experts 

on statelessness to try to draft a handbook or practical guidelines to address full-on 

how to more effectively counter statelessness among the largest minorities [...]"

-- Fernand de Varennes

Shortly after assuming your role as the 

UN Special Rapporteur on Minority 

Issues you announced in an address to 

Republic, or the Rohingya in Myanmar, 

there can often be common patterns of 

stripping or denial of citizenship, which 



the UN General Assembly, that you will, 

among other issues affecting 

minorities around the globe, focus on 

the issue of statelessness. Why do you 

think statelessness is such an 

important issue for minorities?

It’s important to understand that 

statelessness is, first and foremost, a 

minority issue, since more than three 

quarters of the world’s stateless 

population belong to just a relatively small 

number of minorities. Most people don’t 

realise this. In other words, and this is true 

in every part of the world, most of those 

who are stateless belong to a minority, the 

clearest examples being the millions who 

are members of the Rohingya minority of 

Myanmar and Palestinians who together 

represent the vast majority of stateless 

populations in Asia. One of the reasons 

this was one of the first thematic priorities 

of my mandate was the extent this aspect 

of statelessness is misunderstood: it is not 

an “equal opportunity” phenomenon that 

similarly affects individuals globally, but 

one where specific minorities are 

impacted or targeted. I therefore 

concluded early on that this needed to be 

urgently addressed and highlighted, 

leading me to announce statelessness as 

a minority issue as one of the first 

initiatives under my mandate to both the 

UN General Assembly and Human Rights 

Council.

You hosted a two-day expert meeting at 

the beginning of May last year to start 

the process of compiling a thematic 

report on the link between 

statelessness and minorities for the UN 

General Assembly. This was attended 

by a number of experts from around 

the globe, including ENS. What did the 

parallels between the experiences from 

could be deemed to be discriminatory and 

in breach of international human rights 

obligations. While many may understand 

this intellectually, I am not sure the extent 

of parallels is always fully grasped.

The Eleventh session of the Global 

Forum on Minority Issues in November 

had a focus on stateless minorities. 

This was a great opportunity to take 

stock, identify the main challenges 

faced by stateless people and to 

promote dialogue and cooperation to 

identify effective solutions. The report 

is now published and you presented 

the Recommendations to the Human 

Rights Council last week. Can you tell 

us about the main recommendations?

The recommendations in the report 

highlight the primary responsibility of 

states to address and prevent 

statelessness, particularly through 

promoting and protecting the human rights 

of minorities. There is an emphasis on 

non-discriminatory laws, policies and 

practices, including those which address 

access to birth registration and 

procedures for accessing identity and 

other documentation necessary to acquire 

a nationality, which are too often at the 

centre of the causes of statelessness for 

minorities globally. To eliminate all forms 

of discrimination against stateless 

minorities, the report also recommends 

that states should include stateless 

minority representatives and organisations 

in decision-making processes as well as 

recognise that representatives of 

minorities, the United Nations, civil society 

organisations and other stakeholders play 

an important role in activities preventing 

and combating statelessness, and in 

collecting disaggregated data to help 

inform decision-making processes about 



different parts of the world suggest to 

you about the value in finding 

international and regional solutions to 

common issues?

I won’t deny that one of the objectives of 

the meeting went beyond the preparation 

of a thematic report for the UN General 

Assembly to raise awareness of 

statelessness as a mainly minority issue, 

though this was one of the main goals. It 

was also my hope that it would highlight to 

the participating experts how much the 

primary causes of statelessness affecting 

minorities from all of the world’s regions 

are similar. At the end of the day, whether 

dealing with members of the Russian 

minority in the Baltic States, the Haitian-

descended minority in the Dominican

the statelessness of minorities. The 

recommendations emphasise the 

importance of states sharing best 

practices and combating statelessness 

through increased regional and 

international cooperation, and to deliver 

pledges to take concrete steps to prevent 

statelessness at international forums 

including the UNHCR High-Level Segment 

on Statelessness in October this year. I 

also thought it was a good idea to 

recognise an International Day for 

Combating Statelessness to further raise 

awareness on the importance of 

combating statelessness through the 

protection of the rights of minorities!

READ THE FULL INTERVIEW >>

Spotlight

Our StatelessnessINDEX now covers 18 countries, providing comparative 
data and assessment on over 25 different categories

Over the last 6 months we've worked with 6 members in Italy, Norway, Bulgaria, Cyprus, 

Latvia and Hungary to expand the coverage of the StatelessnessINDEX, which now 

includes comparative data for 18 European countries.

We're also collaborating with members in the 12 existing countries to prepare the annual 

updates which will also include data on new categories like withdrawal of nationality and 

bilateral return and readmission agreements. We're launching these over the next few 

weeks, as well as translated shorter country briefings, which outline the main 

recommendations to governments on how to improve the treatment of stateless people 

and to reduce statelessness.



Check how different countries perform against international standards. 

The launch of new INDEX countries received extensive media coverage. One report in 

particular, on the shocking treatment of Dr Sager Al-Anezi in Bulgaria, highlighted the 

importance of new analysis which revealed that despite Bulgaria's recent introduction of a 

legal route to identify stateless people in 2017, there are considerable deficiencies that put 

individuals at risk of human rights violations – such as arbitrary detention – that require 

immediate attention.

You can read more about Dr Al-Anezi in a blog piece by Dr Valeria Ilareva from the 

Foundation for Access to Rights. 



"I've been treated worse that a criminal, but I don't know what my crime is. How can 

you lock people up simply for having no citizenship?"

-- Dr Sager Al-Anezi

Latest updates

ENS welcomes seven new 
members  

In February, we expanded our 

membership to include four new 

organisations NANSEN (Belgium), Roma 

Young Lawyers Association (Macedonia), 

Swedish Network of Refugee Support 

Groups (Sweden) and Center for Refugee 

Support (Belarus), and 3 individuals 

Joanna Venkov (UK), Lynn Al Khatib 

(Sweden), and Leonhard Call 

(Austria). Our membership now includes 

over 140 members in 40 countries, which 

gives us a strength beyond our 

secretariat, and a reach across Europe.  

European Court of Human Rights 
(again) finds extended detention 
of stateless individuals illegal  

In January ECtHR issued a judgement in 

two cases supported by ENS member 

ADC Memorial on the prolonged detention 

#StatelessJourneys - New joint 
project on issues impacting 
stateless refugees 

Statelessness is often overlooked in the 

migration debate. It is a hidden but very 

real issue affecting many refugees and 

migrants in Europe. ENS, in collaboration 

with ISI and ASKV, has launched a new 

report as part of our #StatelessJourneys 

project, which reveals that stateless 

refugees are more likely to experience 

discrimination and face additional 

problems on their journeys because states 

do not identify or take their nationality 

problems into account. ISI and ENS have 

also launched two podcasts and hosted a 

webinar on the report findings with over 

100 registered participants. We are also 

creating a #StatelessJourneys knowledge 

hub, which we’ll launch in early May 2019, 

to host new information and tools, 

including country of origin information, 

information about relevant stakeholders, 

case studies outlining the main issues, 

country briefings and more. 



of stateless individuals in the Russian 

Federation, ruling that their treatment was 

in breach of Article 5 and Article 3. In both 

cases individuals were held in detention 

even though their removal was not 

possible due to their lack of nationality. 

Thousands of stateless people living in the 

Russian Federation are currently either 

being held in expulsion centres or are 

living under the constant threat of 

detention. Civil society organisations hope 

this will help to bring about legislative 

change that would mandate strict judicial 

control and oversight of the length of the 

detention of stateless people. For more 

information on the detention of stateless 

people check out our #LockedinLimbo 

website.

Nationality stripping and the 
return of ISIS fighters to Europe 

Following the news reports that British 

citizen Shamima Begum, who left for Syria 

to join ISIS when she was 15, was 

stripped of her nationality, a number of 

ENS members and partners provided 

detailed analysis of her case and the use 

of nationality stripping as a way to punish 

individuals for their alleged actions. We 

would suggest reading blogs by Minority 

Rights Group, Institute on Statelessness 

and Inclusion and the Open Society 

Foundations.  

Statelessness, new technology 
and access to identity documents 

In their contribution for the ENS 

blog Linnet Taylor and Hellen Mukiri-

Smith, from the Tilburg Institute for Law, 

Technology and Society (TILT) argue that 

unless governments and stakeholders are 

careful, there is a real danger that 

registration and identification of stateless 

people using new data technologies won't 

provide them with citizenship. They 

propose that we should base the 

governance of data technologies on social 

justice principles, to protect stateless 

people and guarantee their rights.

UNICEF and UNHCR urge action 
to end childhood statelessness in 
Europe 

In February UNHCR and UNICEF 

launched a new initiative urging action to 

end childhood statelessness in Europe by 

calling on States and regional 

organisations to ensure no child is born, or 

remains, stateless in Europe. Providing 

background information, UNHCR and 

UNICEF have released a 2019 Advocacy 

Brief examining the causes, compounding 

factors, and possible solutions needed to 

address childhood statelessness. ENS 



New changes to Immigration rules 
on statelessness in the UK 

The introduction of an extension of 

stateless leave from 2.5 to 5 years in the 

recent UK Home Office changes to the 

Immigration Rules is a very welcome 

development write Cynthia Orchard from 

Asylum Aid and Judith Carter from the 

Liverpool Law Clinic in their analysis for 

ENS. Other changes to Immigration Rules 

relating to statelessness are more 

problematic, with the naturalisation 

process taking longer and changes to 

make the requirements to be granted 

leave to remain more strict.  

EU Member States granted 
citizenship to 9100 stateless 
people in 2017  

New Eurostat data released on the 

acquisition of citizenship in the EU in 

2017, reveals that 9,100 stateless people 

received citizenship of one of the EU 

member states in 2017, with 77% of those 

granted Swedish, 9% German and 4% 

Dutch citizenship. In Sweden stateless 

people were the third biggest group 

granted nationality representing 10.3% of 

all acquisitions, following Syrians (12.5%) 

and Somalis (11.8%).   

published a comprehensive analysis of the 

main issues affecting children in Europe 

as part of the #StatelessKids project in 

2015, as well as short infographics 

on what it means to grow up without a 

nationality, why children become 

stateless and why lack of birth 

registration increases the risk of 

statelessness.   

Belgium is reviewing proposal for 
new stateless protection status

The Belgian Parliament is currently in the 

accelerated process of reviewing a new 

legislative proposal introduced in January 

2019, which aims to introduce a procedure 

for issuing residence permits to people 

recognised as stateless under Belgium’s 

existing statelessness determination 

procedure. The new Bill will now enable 

stateless people to enjoy the rights under 

the 1954 Statelessness Convention that 

are subject to a residence condition. The 

Bill also aims to explicitly grant recognised 

stateless people the possibility of family 

reunification and also helps facilitate it (by 

providing less stringent conditions the first 

year). ENS and its Belgian member 

NANSEN have submitted a joint 

submission, which strongly welcomes the 

proposal, and sets out a series of 

recommendations for strengthening the 

Bill, to ensure it is in line with international 

standards and best practice on 

statelessness specific protection regimes. 



Recent publications

• (ENS & NANSEN) Joint submission to Belgian Parliament on new legislative 

proposal for a stateless protection status - Comments to the Home Affairs 

Committee of the Belgian Federal Parliament on a new proposal to grant stateless 

people residence rights in the country

• (ENS, ISI & ASKV) From Syria to Europe: Experiences of Stateless Kurds and 

Palestinian Refugees from Syria Seeking Protection in Europe - New 

report exposing the experience of stateless refugees at different stages of their 

journey to Europe.

• (ENS) Statelessness and the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 

Migration - Policy brief for those working on statelessness who want to know more 

about the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM) and how 

to engage with it.

• (ENS) Statelessness and the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 

Migration - Considerations for GCM Implementation Process -  Briefing for those 

involved in the implementation of the GCM and who want to know more about the 

implications of migration governance for stateless persons and risk of statelessness.

• (UNSG) Guidance Note of the Secretary General: The United Nations and 

Statelessness - A note outlining guiding principles and a policy framework for action 

for the UN system on addressing statelessness.

• (European Parliament) Scaling up Roma Inclusion Strategies: Truth, Reconciliation 

and Justice for Addressing Antigypsyism - This study aims to promote a better 

understanding of the Roma minority and communities’ situation in the EU including 

addressing statelessness.

• (UNICEF & UNHCR) Ending Childhood Statelessness in Europe - This joint 

advocacy brief from UNHCR and UNICEF calls for urgent action by States and 

regional organisations to bring an end to childhood statelessness.

• (Tendayi Bloom, Katherine Tonkiss and Phillip Cole) Understanding Statelessness: 

Paperback Edition - Understanding Statelessness offers a comprehensive, in-depth 

examination of statelessness through the work of leading critical thinkers in this 

area.

• 3 new self-study e-learning modules on detention from UNHCR - modules include 

details on the detention of stateless persons.

• (OHCHR) Recommendations of the Forum on Minority Issues at its Eleventh 

Session on the Theme of "Statelessness: A Minority Issue" - 

Gives recommendations of the UN SR on Minority Issues, which aim to provide 

guidance to further implement the Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to 

National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities, with a specific focus on 

stateless minorities. 

• (Eurostat) News Release: Acquisition of Citizenship in the EU in 2017 - This news 

release provides an overview of EU Member State citizenship acquisition in 2017, 

including stateless individuals. 



• (Katalin Berenyi) Addressing the anomaly of statelessness in Europe: An EU law 

and human rights perspective - Doctoral thesis on whether and how EU Member 

States could be legally obliged to provide for the identification and protection of 

stateless persons in a comparable way.

Events and opportunities

• ISI World Conference on Statelessness and Inclusion - 26-28 June 2019, The 

Hague. 

• Statelessness and Citizenship doctoral workshop 2019 - 20-22 November, Peter 

McMullin Centre, University of Melbourne. Application deadline 1 June 2019.

• University of Birmingham PHD Studentship: Archiving Statelessness: Camp Memory 

in Contexts of Protracted Displacement - Application deadline 31 March

• 'Statelessness and Governance' - Call for chapter proposals. Deadline 30 April 

2019.  

• Statelessness and Citizenship Review call for submissions - Peter McMullin Centre 

on Statelessness at Melbourne Law School and the Institute on Statelessness and 

Inclusion. Submission deadline 15 April 2019.

"Everyone has the right to a nationality"
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