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Forced migration has increasingly become a major political issue across the 
world since the Cold War drew to a close from 1989 to 1991. According to 
Adelman (1999:9): ‘The twentieth century became the century of refugees, not 
because it was extraordinary in forcing people to flee, but because of the 
division of the globe into nation states in which states were assigned the role of 
protectors of rights, but also that of exclusive protectors of their own citizens. 
When the globe was totally divided into states, those fleeing persecution in one 
state had nowhere to go but to another state and required the permission of the 
other state to enter it.’         

  The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
was created in 1950 to help millions of Europeans who had fled or lost their 
homes. At the start of the 21st century UNHCR has helped with major refugee 
crises in Africa, the Middle East and Asia, and used their expertise to help 
many internally displaced by conflict and stateless people (UNHCR 2021a). 

 
DEFINING FORCED MIGRATION 

 
There is no legal definition of the term forced migration, although there is 

general agreement that it involves people who are forced by circumstances to 
change their place of residence. According to the UNHCR (2016), ‘The term 
“forced migrant” is sometimes used by social scientists and others as a generic 
open-ended term that covers many kinds of displacement or involuntary 
movement – both across international borders and inside a single country. For 
example, the term has been used to refer to people who have been displaced 
by environmental disasters, conflict, famine, or large-scale development 
projects.’  

 
The Joint Data Center (2021) of the World Bank and UNHCR uses the term 

‘Forced Displacement’ and compiles an online annotated literature review 
which is updated each month and covers both those displaced and the 
communities hosting them. For the two major groups of forced migrants, 
refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs), there are definitions 
established by the United Nations as discussed below.  Refugees have a 
unique legal status and specific rights as established by the 1951 Convention 
related to the Status of Refugees as amended by the 1967 Protocol, which 
extended the refugee definition to cover non-Europeans. There has been much 
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discussion of the need to update the Refugee Convention, for example by 
including those forced to flee by the effects of climate change. However, very 
little progress has been made, in part because of a justifiable fear that 
governments would be more likely to seek to limit the definitions of refugees 
and their rights than to extend them. 
 
   There is considerable political and academic debate over the use of the term 
‘forced migration’ which some claim is, often deliberately, moving attention 
away from the human rights of refugees (Hathaway 2007) others argue simply 
recognizes the difficulty of drawing boundaries, for example that the difference 
between IDPs and refugees is no more than whether an international border 
has been crossed (Bakewell 2008; Turton 2003; Van Hear 2011; Voutira  and 
Doná 2007).  Asylum seekers’ own stories show just how complex their 
journeys are, sometimes managing to cross borders, sometimes turned back, 
sometimes trying again and then succeeding or failing yet again (Morales 
2019).  Crawley and Skleparis (2018), using data from interviews with people 
who had crossed the Mediterranean to Greece, attack ‘categorical fetishism’ 
and argue that refugees who move from Syria and Afghanistan to Iran or then 
Türkiye on to Europe often do so over prolonged periods of time during which 
they may shift from being refugees to being economic migrants. They oppose 
category boundaries as being used politically to keep migrants out of Europe. 
They favour more rights for all migrants, while arguing for this could lead to 
fewer rights for refugees, without any advantage to migrants in general.  
 
   An asylum seeker is a person who is claiming to be a refugee but whose 
claim has not yet been accepted by UNHCR or a country willing to accept 
them. Article 14 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights provides for the 
right of everyone to seek and enjoy asylum. Thus, an asylum seeker, even if 
they have entered a country without meeting the visa or other legal 
requirements of that country, is not an ‘illegal’, and cannot be penalized for their 
irregular entry according to the provisions of the 1951 Refugee Convention.  
Beyond refugees and internally displaced persons there are at least four further 
possible categories of forced migrants: environmental or climate change 
‘refugees’, developmentally induced displaced persons, trafficked persons, and 
possibly economic migrants. All are discussed further below. 
 
             

DEFINING REFUGEES: THE 1951 REFUGEE CONVENTION 
 
The 1951 Refugee Convention (United Nations 1951) defines a refugee as a person 
who: 

owing to a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality,   membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is 
outside the country of his (sic) nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is 
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a 
nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a 
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result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it 
(1951 Refugee Convention Article I A (2)). 
 

While the text referring to stateless persons is clear and certainly covers the case of 
the Rohingyas rejected by Myanmar, for example, however ‘membership of a 
particular social group’ is more controversial. Under China’s ‘one child’ policy did any 
Chinese woman pregnant with a second child count as a member of a particular social 
group? The Australian Government decided ‘no’ but some in the United States and 
elsewhere continued to argue ‘yes’ (Ferracioli 2014). 
 
     It should be noted that in the case of a civil war, as in Syria, the asylum seeker still 
must demonstrate a ‘well-founded fear of persecution’, just coming from a country at 
war is not enough. Denial of human rights especially involving jeopardy to life, 
physical integrity or liberty does count as persecution. Article 3 of the Convention 
Against Torture prohibits expulsion, return or refoulement of persons to countries 
where there is a substantial risk that they will face torture. 
 
    The Refugee Convention’s most important provision is Article 33 which establishes 
the principle of non-refoulement (non-return) which means that refugees cannot be 
forcibly returned to situations where their life or freedom would be under threat. This is 
why ‘turning back the boats’ and rejecting asylum seekers at national frontiers without 
examining their claims for refugee status is of doubtful legality depending on just 
where those rejected are returned to (Gammeltoft - Hansen and Hathaway 2015). In 
the case of people crossing the Mediterranean from Libya, the problem is that Libya 
has been in a state of anarchy and not safe for anyone (Baldwin-Edwards and 
Lutterbeck 2018). 
 
    Since 2018 the question has arisen as to whether people fleeing from Venezuela 
are refugees. UNHCR’s Global Trends: Forced Displacement in 2019 sits on the 
fence, listing 26.0 million refugees; 45.7 million internally displaced people; 4.2 million 
asylum seekers and 3.6 million Venezuelans “displaced abroad”. Undoubtedly the 
Venezuelans who have left constitute a sizable group of people, constituting 15-19% of 
the country’s population.   Some 27% of adults amongst these migrants have 
university degrees (World Bank 2020). The reason why the status of Venezuelans who 
have left the country is uncertain is that they have not fled a country suffering from civil 
war but rather one where the economy has imploded. Under the Latin American 
Cartegena Declaration definition they are refugees, under that of the global community 
and UNHCR they are not, unless they can show that they are subject to political or 
other specific forms of persecution. In February 2021 President Duque Marquez 
announced the granting of legal status to one million (out of 1.7 million) undocumented 
Venezuelans resident in Colombia. This generous move meant that they could access 
formal employment, health and education services (Pskowski 2021). 
 
   Although there may be an expectation that refugees will return to their countries of 
origin if the repressive regime which persecuted them is overthrown or the civil war they 
fled ends, this is rarely the case. Instead, the question arises as to how long a resettled 
refugee remains a refugee? Refugees who remain in refugee camps remain refugees 
and may give birth to children and even see grandchildren who are born in the camps 
and in their turn remain refugees. This has been the case in the camps along the 
Myanmar/ Thailand border where such children remain stateless. Refugees who have 
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been resettled in Australia run the gamut from those who are illiterate, do not speak 
English and have known nothing but poverty to those with university degrees, idiomatic 
English, and affluent middle-class backgrounds. Refugees have little in common except 
their status. In general, middle-class refugees want to shed the name as soon as 
possible, but the poor and long-term unemployed refugees have more to worry about 
than how they are described by social workers and people on the street (Haggis 2012).  

                                   
                                                   Internally Displaced Persons 
 
There is no agreed definition of an internally displaced person under international law. 
Internally displaced persons (IDPs) are defined by the United Nations Guiding 
Principles on Internal Displacement as “persons or groups of persons who have been 
forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in 
particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of 
generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters, 
and who have not crossed an internationally recognized state border”. Thus, being an 
IDP is not a legal status that may be granted, refused or ceased. This is because IDPs 
being inside their country, remain entitled to all the rights and guarantees to citizens 
and other habitual residents of their country. 
 
   So national authorities have the primary responsibility to prevent forced 
displacement and protect IDPs (but see Spiro 2011). Evidently, especially in countries 
such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Somalia or Afghanistan, where there 
are prolonged internal ‘civil’ wars, governments are sometimes the ones who are 
forcing the IDPs to flee or are simply unable to protect their citizens in regions beyond 
the capital city. The African Union has codified the UN Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement in the 2009 Convention for the Protection and Assistance of Internally 
Displaced Persons in Africa (often referred to as the Kampala Convention). IDPs are 
especially vulnerable to deprivation, further displacement and other protection risks, 
such as lack of access to basic services, family separation, sexual and gender-based 
violence, trafficking, discrimination and harassment. Specific groups such as 
indigenous communities or pastoralists displaced because their routes of migration 
have been blocked by conflict, landmines or insecurity may be considered IDPs but 
homeless and poor urban communities of in-migrants are not generally considered to 
be IDPs, nor are those who move for exclusively economic reasons unless affected by 
prolonged natural disasters such as droughts or salination of the water table. However, 
Mwangi’s (2015) Kenyan study in which he asked IDPs who had been forced to flee by 
post-election violence, and the host population, what they thought the reasons for 
conflict and displacement were, shows the extreme complexity of displacement. 
 
   100% blamed political incitement for their plight and some 95% blamed ethnic 
hatreds, with a further 75% blaming disputes over land ownership and usage as the 
fundamental issue. What many respondents were arguing was that yes, certainly there 
were political differences over a single versus a multiparty system and federalism 
versus unitary government, but the core issue was that the indigenous population did 
not accept that ‘aliens’: the ‘Wakimbizi’ or internal refugees from other parts of Kenya 
could ever gain rights over their ancestral lands. Whilst the common image is that IDPs 
are found in war-torn developing countries, they can also be found in the developed 
world as in the Balkans during the troubles there or in Australia in 2019-20 when 
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65,000 people displaced by the bush fires were internationally recognized as IDPs 
(Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 2020).  
 
   Another way in which forced migration may be associated with conflict is where a 
government introduces conscription or national service and those who have been 
conscripted have to go wherever the government sends them. In times of war this may 
include being sent to fight overseas. Those who survive conscription are usually 
allowed to return home at the end of their period of service or when the war ends. 
Disarmament, Demobilization and Re-integration (DDR) programs are now commonly 
implemented by the United Nations at the end of internal wars (UN Peacekeeping 
2018). The theory of DDR is generally that former soldiers should be assembled at 
central points, disarmed, demobilised, and trained for re-integration back in their home 
areas. The reality is that the home communities are often very reluctant to accept the 
return of ‘Wayward Sons’ and the former soldiers and rebels are obliged to move to 
the capital or other areas where they are not known. An innovative UN program in the 
Central African Republic pays demobilized soldiers of both sexes to become itinerant 
road and infrastructure repairers (MDRP 2008). 
 
    Even in peace time, the duration of fixed terms of military service can vary greatly. 
In Eritrea persons aged 18 to 50 can be recruited for indefinite military or civil service 
and sent wherever the government chooses. Some countries including Nigeria and 
Zambia have conscription for non-military purposes. Such service may be restricted to 
university graduates and may be intended to serve a double purpose: to provide skilled 
workers and to reduce ethnic segregation in countries with multiple ethnic groups.  
 
    Under the Soviet system in Russia, citizens who were not acceptable to the 
government were forcibly sent to the Gulag: a series of hard labour camps where 
conditions were so harsh that the majority died. Globally, concentration camps could 
only be established once automatic weapons and barbed wire made it possible for the 
few to keep the many locked up in open camps. The first such camp was established 
in Cuba by Spanish General Weyler in 1898 when he forcibly moved the peasants 
away from the rebels whom they had allegedly been supporting. Some 150,000 
peasants died (Muhlhahn 2010). 
 
                                              Ethnic Cleansing 
 
The term ethnic cleansing covers two sets of behaviours. One is the singling out and 
killing of members of an ethnic group, which also constitutes genocide The other is 
driving an ethnic group out of their homes and land to create an ethnically ‘pure’ 
population without the admixture of members of the hated ethnic group. Ethnic 
cleansing has been defined by the United Nations Commission of Experts mandated to 
look at violations of international humanitarian law in the former Yugoslavia as ‘a 
purposeful policy designed by one ethnic or religious group to remove by violent and 
terror-inspiring means the civilian population of another ethnic or religious group from 
certain geographic areas’. The borderline between ethnic cleansing and genocide can 
be difficult to define. For example, the Armenian genocide involved the killing of men 
through massacres and forced labour whilst the women, children and the elderly and 
infirm were forced to walk into the Syrian desert. 
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   Although the term ethnic cleansing is relatively new, having developed during the 
civil wars in Yugoslavia, the practice goes back to antiquity when the Romans 
destroyed Carthage in 146 BCE and General Ran Min ordered the destruction of the 
Jie people in fourth century China. Wikipedia (2022) provides an annotated and 
referenced list of over a hundred alleged ethnic cleansing campaigns across history. 
Only some of these involved forced migration as opposed to genocide, and many 
would be denied by the perpetrators. It is not common practice to refer to the forcible 
expulsion of indigenous peoples from their lands but most cases such as the driving of 
first nations off their lands in the United States, Canada and Australia would meet the 
definition above.  
 
   Ethnic cleansing extends well beyond the colonial powers. A contemporary case 
involves the Ethiopians’ treatment of the Tigrayans, possibly in return for the 
Tigrayans’ treatment of the Ethiopians. It is usually true that the more numerous and 
powerful ethnic group wins, and often the minority is almost powerless in the face of 
repression.  
 
                                            
                                              REFUGEE STATISTICS  
     
‘It is almost impossible to think or write about refugee-related issues without some 
reference to statistics’ wrote Crisp (1999:1) discussing UNHCR and the politics of 
numbers. Yet, it must be acknowledged that some of those who work with refugees 
oppose the very idea of refugee enumeration. ‘Since the time international 
humanitarian agencies became involved in assisting refugees in developing countries 
this seemingly entirely reasonable requirement – the need to count the refugees – has, 
to a significant extent, dominated policy, planning, implementation and evaluation…the 
requirement to count refugees leads to highly undesirable, oppressive consequences 
for refugees. It forms a central component in an ideology of control which is part and 
parcel of most assistance programmes’ (Harrell-Bond et al.1992). Yet, if refugees are 
not counted, how are they all going to be fed and their children vaccinated and 
schooled? Problems can also arise in making distinctions and drawing lines where the 
local host population is little, if any, better off than the refugees. Giving soap to 
refugees in a camp may well be essential to prevent disease, but what if local people 
cannot afford to buy soap? (Tuepker and Chi 2009). Numbers are also needed to 
explore the impact of different causes of flight as when Schmeidl (1997) showed that 
generalised violence has more impact than specific human rights violations and that 
foreign intervention in civil wars tends to lead to a rise in refugee numbers. 
 
   The world is currently witnessing the highest levels of displacement on record. The 
authoritative source of statistics on forced displacement is the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) which is the UN agency responsible for 
refugees and internally displaced persons. For political reasons, a separate body, 
UNRWA: the UN Relief and Works Agency, is responsible for Palestinian refugees 
across the Middle East. Each year UNHCR’s Global Trends in Forced Displacement 
(2021) is the most reliable source of statistical data. UNHCR also maintains a publicly 
accessible Operational Data Portal including inter-agency information as well as 
publishing an annual statistical yearbook. The United States Committee for Refugees 
(USCR) also publishes well-considered statistics but only counts as refugees and 
asylum seekers those who are deemed to be still: ‘in need of protection and/or 
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assistance’ excluding those who have been resettled or who have found new homes 
for themselves. In Central and South America (under the Cartagena Declaration) and 
in Africa (under the African Union’s Refugee Convention) refugees include those who 
have sought refuge in other countries because of aggression, occupation, generalised 
violence and events seriously disturbing public order. 
 
   Defining refugees can be very much a matter of politics, culture and the drawing and 
meaning of borders. When India became independent in 1948 and Pakistan became a 
separate country, this was followed by a vast two-way mass migration as Hindus and 
Sikhs left Pakistan and Muslims moved to West Pakistan and East Pakistan (now 
Bangladesh) (Khan, 2007). Some 200,000 to 2 million people died and 10 to 20 million 
were displaced.  In Ethiopia UNHCR found that categorizing people as refugees or 
returnees did not have a strong social validity. Most of the refugees and repatriates 
were nomads or semi-pastoralists who traditionally crossed borders. Discrete 
categories of beneficiaries could not be confidently established in many situations. 
“Refugees” and “returnees’’ were often living amongst local residents, and, on the 
basis of clan and family ties, were indistinguishable from them’ (Sokoloff 1995:1). In 
the former Soviet Union, eight categories of ‘involuntarily relocating persons’ were 
defined among the 957,000 IRPs in the Russian Federation in 1998. Many of these 
IRPs were from ethnic groups which had been forcibly displaced en masse by Stalin 
and who sought to return home with the break-up of the Soviet Union. The return of 
Crimean Tartars, Germans and Meskhetians caused social and economic instability in 
their ancestral homes since those who are now living there feel that their rights are 
being encroached upon by the returnees (IOM 1997). 
 
   In 2021 UNHCR reported that an unprecedented 82.4 million people around the 
world had been forced from their homes in the previous year. These numbers include 
26.4 million refugees (including 5.7 million Palestinians), and over half of refugees are 
under the age of 18. There are also 48 million internally displaced persons and 4.1 
million asylum seekers as well as 10 million stateless people who have no country 
which recognises them as their citizens. Worldwide, some 44,400 people a day are 
forced to leave their homes but only some 108,000 refugees are resettled each year 
(with COVID-19 this fell to 34,400 in 2020). Germany’s admission of a total of 1.3 
million refugees during 2015 and 2016 was highly exceptional. Just five countries are 
responsible for producing 68% of the world’s refugees and internationally displaced 
persons. The refugee numbers are Syria (6.7 million), Venezuela 4.0 million) 
Afghanistan (2.6 million), South Sudan (2.2million) and Myanmar 1,1 million. Most 
refugees are hosted by poor countries. In 2020 developing countries hosted 86% of 
the world’s refugees and Venezuelans displaced abroad, 73% were hosted in 
neighbouring countries. Turkiye with a population of 85 million hosted 3.7 million 
refugees. Colombia was second with 1.7 million including displaced Venezuelans, In 
Lebanon 1 in 8 residents was a refugee, in Jordan the proportion was 1 in 15 and in 
Turkiye 1 in 23. Some 340,000 children are born into refugee life each year (UNHCR 
2021d). 
 
   To get an indication of the complexity of refugee and IDP movements it is worth 
looking at the information for single country at a point in time. In February 2021 
Cameroon hosted 1,946,751 persons of concern to UNHCR in a total population of 26 
million. Some 1,033,000 were IDPs, plus 466,000 IDP returnees, 320,000 refugees 
from the Central African Republic (CAR), 118,000 Nigerian refugees, 7,600 asylum 
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seekers and 2,500 other refugees (UNHCR 2021e). Refugees from CAR are the 
consequence of continuing civil war there and reflect ethnic ties across the 
international border. Refugees from Nigeria were mostly fleeing Boko Haram or a 
newer jihadist group: the Islamic State in West Africa Province (ISWAP), they became 
refugees because there was an international border between them and relative 
security. At the same time there were some 65,000 Cameroonian Anglophone 
refugees in Nigeria who had fled from the national military, armed anglophone rebels 
or bandits often pretending to be either soldiers or rebels. Border zones are dangerous 
loosely policed places. Foreigners in Cameroon are advised by their embassies never 
to venture within 40 kilometres of the country’s five international borders. With land 
borders stretching over 5,500 kilometres and an army of some 12,500 souls Cameroon 
cannot protect its borders and whilst roads are rare, there are innumerable points 
where those fleeing in either direction can walk across unchecked, often bringing their 
cattle with them. Colonial powers are often blamed for drawing international borders 
with rulers or in other ways which take no account of indigenous ethnic divisions but 
many local borders remain subject to considerable fluidity especially when pastoralist 
peoples are involved.  
 
   The evidence indicates that diasporas play an important role in determining the 
direction of refugee flows. If potential refugees have relatives in developed countries, 
that facilitates movement. Indeed, destinations such as the United States and Australia 
give priority to granting visas to refugees who already have relatives in the country. 
The assumption is that these relatives will facilitate settlement, but this often means 
further advantaging those who have already been favoured by the receipt of 
remittances from their earlier settled relatives (Stein et al. 2020). 
 
   Even though differences between those forced to migrate and those who stayed 
behind can, in some cases, be studied as natural experiments, studies of the impact of 
forced migration on other demographic variables are quite rare. The US National 
Research Council produced a volume of studies of the relationship between forced 
migration and mortality covering Rwanda, North Korea, Kosovo and Cambodia (Reed 
and Keely 2001). Avogo and Agadianian 2010 investigated the effects of forced 
migration on child survival and health in Angola, providing a broad reference list of 
earlier African studies. Haukka et al. (2017) analysed comparative data on the 11% of 
Finns forced to move after World War II as compared with the non-movers, using 
mortality data covering fifty years and almost a quarter of a million people. They found 
higher death rates due to ischaemic heart disease but lower rates of suicide among 
those who had been forced to move. Bosqui and Marshould (2018) have reviewed 
studies examining a range of works on the mental health of children and adolescents 
affected by war and armed conflict. 
 
                                 
                                  FORCED MIGRATION IN COLONIAL TIMES 
 
Forced migration was a common feature of colonial rule, based on the assumption that 
colonial powers could do as they wished with the people under their control (Lindley 
1925). Colonial powers wanted local labour to grow cash crops such as cotton 
(Cameroon); to tap rubber (the Congo) or to work as miners (Southern Africa) (Ward 
2009; Stoler 2016). Male workers were often moved without their families, leading to 
great social disruption and much venereal disease. Labourers were also moved into 
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disease ridden areas where they died from unfamiliar challenges such as those 
transported into the malarial coastal areas of Cameroon. Workers were also crowded 
together where they caught then fatal tuberculosis. In other cases (Kenya) locals were 
moved off their land because Europeans wanted the farmland for themselves. When 
campaigns for independence began, colonial powers moved villages to make them 
easier to control (Malaysia).  
 
   As well as moving indigenous populations to exploit their labour, colonial powers 
moved in foreign labourers. From 1900 to the early 1930s there was the rapid 
development of colonial economic infrastructure in the form of railways, roads and 
bridges and large-scale cultivation and extraction of raw materials which required an 
expanding supply of labour much of which came from China and India (Peterson 
2018). 
 
   Indentured labour raises complex questions as to the boundaries between free and 
forced migration. Indentured labour was a common feature of early British settlement 
in North America. Poor Europeans, especially from Ireland, had their expensive fares 
paid in return for signing away their labour for periods of five years or more. Between 
one-half and two thirds of European immigrants to the American colonies from the 
1630s to 1775 had migrated as indentured labourers (Galenson 1984). Some 55,000 
of these were involuntary migrants, prisoners whose labour was sold. A victorious 
Oliver Cromwell sent thousands of prisoners captured after the battles of Preston and 
Worcester in 1648 and 1651, and King James II continued the practice after the 1685 
Monmouth Rebellion. 
 
   Some Europeans who signed or affixed a cross to their own indenture papers may 
have understood what they were committing themselves to; but Asians, especially 
Indians, were more likely to have been deliberately misled. From 1838, the British 
began replacing African origin slaves in the Caribbean with indentured Indians, many 
of whom were women attempting to escape abusive relationships. In total over a 
million Indians were transported to the Caribbean and Guyana to conditions little better 
than slavery (Bahadur 2014). 
 
   The British colonial administration in Fiji decided that importing Indian indentured 
labourers would be preferable to using native Fijians in the cultivation of sugar since 
they chose to leave the Fijians to their traditional ways and they considered that 
Indians would work harder. Thus, in the 37 years 1879-1916 nearly 60,500 labourers 
from various religions and castes would be transported to Fiji on 42 ships making 
some 87 trips. In Fiji, the Indians and Fiji Islanders remained in two very separate 
communities with religious and cultural differences ruling out intermarriage and the 
Indians legally barred from ever owning land. It is debatable how far the Indians were 
volunteers. Many thought that they would be repatriated after five years, not realising 
that the occasional shillings they were given would never pay for the return voyage. In 
theory the colonial government would pay for their return voyage after 10 years. When 
the indenture system was abolished in 1921 only 25,000 Fiji Indians returned to India 
(Lal 2000). The Indian indenture system was finally banned in India as late as 1917. 
 
   ‘Blackbirding’ was the term used for kidnapping Pacific Islanders and forcibly 
bringing them to work on sugar and cotton farms in Queensland and Northern New 
South Wales. A smaller number of young men with a sense of adventure came 
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voluntarily. In total between 50,000 and 63,500 were brought to Australia between the 
1860s and 1900. Many of the Pacific Islanders and their descendants were then 
forcibly deported back to the Pacific, after the introduction of the White Australia Policy 
at Federation through the Pacific Island Labourers Act of 1901 (Human Rights 
Commission 2003). Another example of forcible importation of indentured labourers 
followed by their later forcible expulsion by the majority population can be found in 
Uganda. 
 
                                          Environmental ‘Refugees’ ? 
 
   The 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967 Protocol were both drafted long before 
environmental or climate change ‘refugees’ were a common subject of discussion. By 
2016 there were over a hundred publications on migration, environment and climate 
change each year of which almost half were case studies (Piguet et al. 2018). In 1985 
UNEP researcher Essam El-Hinnawi first defined environmental refugees as: “those 
people who have been forced to leave their traditional habitat, temporarily or 
permanently, because of a marked environmental disruption (natural and/or triggered 
by people) that jeopardized their existence and/or seriously affected the quality of their 
life (sic). By ‘environmental disruption’ in this definition is meant any physical, 
chemical, and/or biological changes in the ecosystem (or resource base) that render it, 
temporarily or permanently, unsuitable to support human life” (El-Hinnawi, 1985:4). 
Whilst this definition lays considerable stress on both temporary and permanent 
problems, the inclusion of temporary changes complicates the issue and should be 
resisted. A family fleeing floods who can return home a month later or a clan of 
herdsmen who move each season in search of fresh pastures for their flocks should 
not be thought of as refugees. In response, Diane Bates (2002) proposed classifying 
environmental refugees, that is ‘people who migrate from their usual residence due to 
changes in their ambient non-human environment’ along a continuum from involuntary 
‘environmental refugees’, to compelled ‘environmental emigrants’ and ultimately to 
voluntary ‘migrants’. She further divided migration streams as stemming from three 
types of disruptions: (1) acute events caused by natural events or technological 
accidents; (2) expropriations due to economic development or war; and (3) 
deterioration, usually gradual and resulting from anthropogenic change to the point 
where people cannot survive on the local resource base due either to depletion or 
pollution. Although not described by Bates, deterioration is often the result of human 
and animal population growth either among the indigenous population or by incomers 
moving in due to fighting elsewhere or to depletion of the natural resources where they 
were previously living. 
 
   In 1989 the then Executive Director of the UNEP Mostafa Tolba (1989:25) told three 
thousand biologists attending a conference that “as many as 1 billion people living 
near the world’s coastlines could be affected by rising sea levels due to oceanic 
thermal alterations. A UNEP-commissioned report … calculated that as many as 50 
million people could become environmental refugees” without improved regional 
adaptations. Many of his colleagues working for other United Nations agencies, 
especially UNHCR, saw the statement on the 50 million “environmental refugees” to be 
both confused and unhelpful. 
 
   Certainly, increasing numbers of people are obliged to move by “irreversible or long-
term changes in the surrounding ecosystem. These include persistent desertification, 
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land degradation,  coastal erosion, increasing salinity of soils and rising sea levels” 
(Terminski 2012:2). None would legally qualify as refugees because they cannot prove 
that they are subject to persecution. Whilst rising sea levels have attracted much 
attention and clearly island peoples whose entire territory is disappearing under the 
sea have to have somewhere else to go, it is important to note that the frequently cited 
Cartaret Islands may actually represent an example of sinking land, not rising seas 
nor, indeed, the consequence of dynamiting on the reef (Connell 2018).    A long term 
view of the population of small islands often shows considerable fluctuations. Take the 
case of Manihiki, a remote Polynesia atoll of the Cook Islands, 1,202 kilometres across 
the sea from the capital, which now has a population of some 200 souls.  The island 
was first settled around 1500 after a fall in sea levels. When Spanish explorers arrived 
in 1606m they estimated a population of 500 hundred.  Over time the inhabitants 
developed a remarkable system of migration in which they lived successively across 
two islands: Manihiki and Rakahanga, with everyone moving from one to another in a 
ritual rotation system designed to conserve natural resources, In 1852 the missionary 
W.W. Gill estimated 1,200 people, a number which was down to 884 by the 1902 
Census and 873 by the 1906 Census.  In 1998 a major hurricane destroyed much of 
the island’s black pearl industry and 20% of the population were evacuated and never 
returned (Cramb 2020. 
 
   The term ‘environmental migrant’ appeared for the first time in 1992 in the Report of 
the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the Refugee Protection Group 
(RPG).  By the 2010s the IOM preferred terms such as ‘forced climate migrants’ as an 
alternative to ‘environmental refugee’ which could be seen as demanding too much in 
terms of rights under international law. With two-thirds of its land less than five meters 
above sea-level and 28% of its population living on the coast, Bangladesh offers an 
ideal case for the projection of people forced to move by the impact of ocean storms, 
rising seas and flooding rivers. The Environmental Justice Foundation (EJF 2020) 
reports that it has been estimated that with a 50cm rise in sea level by 2050, one in 
every seven people in Bangladesh will be displaced by climate change, and up to 18 
million people may have to move because of sea level rise alone. They personalise 
their presentation of the human rights issues with quotations from displaced villagers: 
‘Today, boats pass over the place where our land was. Sometimes three or four entire 
villages will be destroyed”. “Once this village was green with paddy fields. But now the 
water is salty and the trees have died. We can only farm shrimp. I am devastated 
when I think that I will have to move”.  On 30 July 2020 the New York Times reported 
that “A quarter of Bangladesh is flooded: Millions have lost everything”. Whilst the 
Bangladeshis have demonstrated remarkable resilience, for example by shifting from 
growing rice to farming shrimp, such vast numbers make it plain why flooded-out 
Bangladeshis are unlikely to be offered asylum in another country, even if that would 
be their choice. 
 
   On 7 December 2011, Antonio Guterres, who was then United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees, addressed the intergovernmental meeting at ministerial 
level to mark the 60th anniversary of the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of 
Refugees and the 50th anniversary of the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of 
Statelessness. He said that ‘a growing number of people are uprooted by natural 
disasters or lose their livelihoods to desertification, with climate change now found to be 
the key factor accelerating all other drivers of forced displacement. Most of the people 
affected will remain in their own countries. They will be internally displaced. But if they 
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cross a border, they will not be considered refugees. Does it mean they chose to 
abandon their homes? No. These persons are not truly migrants, in the sense that they 
did not move voluntarily’.  Even though some wars leading to mass displacements 
have the impacts of climate change among their causes, it remains debatable whether 
‘climate change is the key factor accelerating all other drivers of forced displacement’. 
A case in point is the prolonged conflict in Syria, where there is continued debate 
about the causal role of the pre-conflict drought which the government could certainly 
have handled with much greater concern for its impact upon poor farmers. Although 
increasing desertification is often cited as a major cause of forced migration, a 
scientific approach requires a recognition that droughts are not new, and 
desertification may be caused by over exploitation of land, pasture and water as well 
as a lack of rain.  In 2019 Guterres, who had become Secretary General of the United 
Nations in 2017, toured the Pacific, including Tuvalu, to promote the battle to ‘stop the 
world from sinking.’ 
 
   Although there is much debate about the terminology, ‘climate refugees’ tend to be 
seen as a sub-set of ‘environmental refugees’ a term first minted in 1976 by Lester 
Brown the founder of the WorldWatch Institute. In 1984 in his book Ecology 2000: The 
changing face of Earth, Sir Edmund Hilary wrote about ‘a new class of environmental 
refugees’ with reference to the Ethiopian government moving farmers from the 
overcrowded, eroded Highlands to the less populated, malaria infested, lowland plains. 
As these people were being moved semi-willingly within their own country by their 
government, they clearly were not refugees in any legal sense of the term. Indeed 
‘environmental refugee’ is generally a term beloved by biologists and shunned by legal 
authorities (Terminski 2012).  
 
   The New Zealand Government has adjudicated a number of cases concerning 
claims by ‘environmental asylum seekers’ from Pacific Islands including Kiribati 
(OHCR 2020) and Tuvalu (AC Tuvalu before NA Immigration and Protection Tribunal 
2014) with courts, including the New Zealand Supreme Court, finding that persons 
being forced to flee by short- or long-term natural disasters are legally not refugees 
because they are not being persecuted in their home countries. The Refworld website 
is an invaluable resource, maintaining a regularly updated record of court cases 
around the world involving the ‘Asylum-migration nexus/climate change/ including 
environmental migrants’. Whilst cases involving small island states generally involve 
clearly defined threats to human populations, and it is possible to calculate how many 
people globally would have to move their residences given defined measures of sea 
level rise, movements due to increasing desertification are much more difficult to 
define and measure or predict.  As noted above, there is still considerable debate as 
how far the Syrian civil war is the consequence of a series of drought years 
impoverishing a rural population, many of whom were forced to migrate to the cities in 
search of employment when their needs were ignored by the government. The 
neighbouring countries of Jordan and Lebanon experienced similar droughts but 
without the accompanying onset of civil war (Adams 2018). There is also the 
unresolved question of why some are forced to move whilst others are not. In Syria it 
was the rich who had more options and could stay; in the Sahel in the 1970s those 
who owned slaves could sell them to raise cash and reduce the number of mouths to 
be fed.  
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   Almost any form of environmental disaster could potentially create ‘environmental 
refugees’. Examples would include earthquakes, volcanic eruptions and tsunamis. 
‘Climate refugees’ may be regarded as a sub-category of ‘environmental refugees’, 
their flight being the result either of man-made changes in the climate or extreme 
variations in climate caused by natural variations. Droughts, floods, and locust or 
mouse plagues are not new, but may be exacerbated by human actions. One new 
category of ‘environmental refugees’ are those fleeing the air pollution in the major 
cities of the world. Chinese migrants have been fleeing Beijing and other major cities 
because of the poor air quality. Similarly, Indians have left New Delhi and other 
centres of impure air, in some cases only to be confronted by the bush fires of 
Australia or California (Phillips 2016).   
 
“Quantifying environmental migration is challenging given the multiple drivers of such 
movement, related methodological challenges and the lack of data collection 
standards. Some quantitative data exist on population displacement within a country, 
and to a lesser degree across borders, due to natural hazards. However, for migration 
due to slow-onset environmental processes, such as drought or sea-level rise, most 
existing data are qualitative and based on case studies, with few comparative studies. 
While data gaps persist, research methodologies are constantly being improved” 
(Migration Data Portal 2021). 
 
                                  Development Induced Displacement 
 

Some 15 million people every year are forced to leave their homes to give place to 
major development projects such as dams, highways and mining. In many developing 
countries, such projects increase ecological and social vulnerability and can leave the 
affected people displaced, disempowered and destitute (McDowell 1996; Aboda et al. 
2019). Back in 1966 the lake formed by the Volta Dam took over 3.6 % of the total land 
area of Ghana and involved the relocation of 80,000 farmer and fisher families.  The 
construction of the Kariba Dam in Zambia displaced 57,000 people (Stanley 2004). By 
2012 the Africa Progress Panel observed that worldwide the acquisition of land for 
development related projects covered over 203 million hectares. In Africa alone it 
covered 134 million hectares – an area larger than UK, Germany and France put 
together. In Bangladesh, the Jamuna Bridge project took 7,000 acres of land affecting 
16,500 households (Al Atahar 2010). In rural settings villagers often lose not only their 
private land but also common property resources such as grazing lands and access to 
forests which may affect women more than men (Adusah-Karikari 2012 
https://www.inap.mx/portal/images/pdf/iica/ponencias/4/Ohemeng.pdf). China’s Three 
Gorges Dam is the biggest dam in the world and is estimated to have displaced 1.13 
million people over two decades. 

    In 1990 Cernea developed his Impoverishment, Risk and Reconstruction Model 
which has been widely used since (Cernea 1997; Vivoda, Owen and Kemp 2017). 
Caroline Aboda and colleagues (2019) reviewed some 223 articles, reports and policy 
documents referring to development induced displacement. They looked at 
landlessness, marginalisation, loss of access to common property resources, 
homelessness, joblessness, social disintegration, health insecurity and food insecurity 
and found much supporting evidence with almost all studies reporting negative results.   
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  However, they were not searching for successes nor did they examine the broader 
impacts of the development projects. If 7,000 people are displaced to build an oil 
refinery, it is relatively easy to measure the impact on those lives in the short run 
(Uganda Ministry of Energy and Mineral Development 2012) but it is much more difficult 
to measure the long-term nation-wide impact of the refinery.  It is certainly time for more 
studies which balance the losses against the gains and the local against the national 
impact. Usually there are some people who benefit from being displaced, even if 
proportionately they are less numerous than those who benefit from voluntary 
displacement/ migration. 

  There are a numerous specialised resources on environmental conflicts. The Global 
Environmental Justice Atlas based at the Autonomous University of Barcelona provides 
regularly updated information on ‘ecological distribution conflicts as forces for 
sustainability’, which parallels the International Labour Organization’s (ILO) recording of 
strikes and labour disputes. The Atlas shows that although indigenous persons make 
up only 5% of the global population and 15% of the extremely poor, they are involved in 
40% of disputes over ecological distribution, that is over who benefits from, and whose 
lives are damaged by, ecological changes in the context of the associated politics, 
power relations and socio-metabolic processes. Whereas individual case studies are of 
limited utility, the Atlas makes systematic evidence-based inquiries into structural 
injustice possible. Smog is not democratic in its impact upon populations, nor is 
contaminated water, food, and soil. Access to land, water, energy, fuelwood, and green 
spaces depends on the wealth and political power of groups and individual families. It is 
possible to have a situation, for example in the Indian sub-continent, where the 
government or an NGO builds a new well for the local community, but the family with 
the largest landholding monopolises access to it.  

                                           

                                         Economic Migrants 

The term ‘economic migrant’ is often used pejoratively as in: ‘”that family are not real 
refugees, they are just economic migrants in search of a better life.”  As there is no 
agreed definition of an economic migrant there are no official statistics on economic 
migrants as such. Creating such statistics requires some method of judging the 
motivations of migrants. If a man moves from Sweden to London to take up a job that 
pays less than he was earning in Stockholm, but his promotion prospects are better and 
this enables him to live with his English girlfriend, is he an economic migrant? Economic 
migrants may come and go as with Nepalis and Sri Lankans who go to work in the 
Middle East on short-term contracts. Whilst this movement is defined as voluntary, it is 
possible to ask whether an economic migrant who is fleeing starvation after a failed 
harvest or from a debt collector who is seeking to have him/her imprisoned should 
count as a forced migrant. 

    Roger Zetter, who wrote the classic paper on labelling refugees in 1991, revisited the 
topic in 2007. He described how in the earlier period it was NGOs and humanitarian 
agencies who labelled refugees in the global South. However, by 2007 it was 
governments in the global North who were fractioning refugees under various labels as 
‘bogus asylum seekers’, ‘trafficked migrants’ and ‘economic refugees’ in order to 
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“respond to the anti-immigration stance which now pervades much of the developed 
world” (p.184). Whilst his account of the demonisation of asylum seekers resonates in 
Australia, economic migrants who speak English and bring skills are still welcome to 
this society founded on immigration. His conclusion is that “claiming the refugee label is 
no longer a right but a prized status and expensive commodity” (p.188). The cost to a 
Syrian in Turkiye of a fake Swedish passport in 2012 was US$7,000 (Morales 
2019:266). Again, the situation in Australia is complex. Asylum seekers who arrive by 
boat without visas are denied the right to claim refugee status and sent offshore, but 
asylum seekers who arrive by plane, having been screened by the airlines as holding 
visas of some kind as visitors or students, can still claim the status of refugees.  In 
2019-20 as many as 23,226 plane arrivals claimed onshore protection visas, however, 
only 1,650 were granted. The highest numbers of claims came from citizens of 
Malaysia, China, India, Vietnam and Fiji but, reflecting a complex political and 
diplomatic patchwork, the highest grant rates were for citizens of Afghanistan, Turkiye, 
Saudi Arabia, Iran and Venezuela (Australian Government 2020).  

    There are economists and political scientists who have argued that refugees should 
be treated as economic migrants because that would give them a better future (Betts 
and Collier 2017). They have attacked UNHCR with being obsessed with camps, food, 
tents and blankets. For their part, they have stressed that refugees are economic 
actors, often bringing benefit to their host countries. They argue that most of the Syrian 
refugees who went to Europe had made “an economic decision to migrate, not reacting 
to the force majeure of violence” (p.199). Betts was involved in designing an experiment 
to employ Syrian refugees in already existing Special Economic Zones in Jordan which 
was co-funded by the UK, the EU and the World Bank. This essentially traded external 
trade investment and concessions in return for 200,000 work permits for the Syrian 
workers.  It is unclear how far this economic model could be copied elsewhere in 
countries with mass youth unemployment amongst the native-born population. 

 

                                  Slavery and Trafficking in Persons 

    The civilizations of ancient Greece and Rome were based on slavery with the 
majority of slaves being captives of war forcibly taken to the metropolitan capitals. 
Modern wars create refugees, ancient wars created enslaved captives, including large 
numbers of women and children when whole cities were taken captive (Patterson 
1977). Neither refugees nor slaves have much choice as to their movements. In 
classical Athens there were possibly 80,000 slaves accounting for one quarter of the 
total population (Garlan 1988). Some estimates for ancient Rome place the proportion 
of slaves in the total population as high as 30% to 40% with 1 to 3 million slaves in first 
century Italy as a whole (Finley 1980). The total population of the Roman Empire  at the 
death of Augustus in AD 14 is estimated at 50-60 million of whom 10 to 15% were 
slaves (Goldsmith 1984). 

    The slave trade between Africa and the Americas clearly represents forced migration 
on a massive scale. Hacker (2020) estimates that a total of ten million slaves ever lived 
in the United States contributing 410 billion hours of forced labour including that of 
slaves born in the United States. More African slaves were taken to Latin America, 
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where indigenous peoples were also enslaved. One estimate would be a total of 4 
million enslaved Africans of whom 3.5 million went to Brazil, a country culturally defined 
by slavery (Curtin 1969). Demographically, it would appear that slaves in the United 
States appear to have lived longer, healthier lives and gave birth to more children (9.2 
on average) than those in Latin America (Digital History 2019: 3044). 

     Modern slavery is still a significant problem although accurate  figures are difficult to 
come by since slavery is now illegal across the world and therefore many countries 
such as Mauritania deny that slaves still exist. “Modern slavery can take many different 
forms, including forced labour, debt bondage, human trafficking, forced sexual 
exploitation, descent based slavery, child slavery and forced and early child 
marriage”(Avis 2020 p.1). After drugs and arms, human trafficking is now said to be the 
world’s third largest business. Forced labour alone generates some $150 billion each 
year. Most modern slaves are cheaper than their historical predecessors in the New 
World because they tend to be taken by force rather than traded in slave markets. 
Regrettably, this means that their ‘owners’ often regard them as readily replaceable and 
therefore treat them very badly and let them die or kill them if they prove burdensome. 
An example would be the Thai slave fishermen who are thrown over-board if they rebel. 
In 2017 the ILO, the Walk Free Foundation, and the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM) produced Global Estimates of Modern Slavery (ILO 2017). The 
consortium admits that there is no legal definition of modern slavery but argues that it 
involves “situations of exploitation that a person cannot refuse or leave because of 
threats, violence, coercion, deception and/or abuse of power”. They estimated that on 
any given day in 2016, 40 million people were victims of modern slavery, of these 25 
million were in forced labour and 15 million in forced marriages. Some 71% of the total 
were female and 25% were children. Half of those forced to labour were in debt 
bondage.  

     Most slaves in the ancient world were captives of war taken to their captors’ home 
towns and therefore forced migrants by definition. Equally, Africans were taken across 
the Atlantic by force to become slaves in the New World. In contrast, many modern 
slaves are not moved from where they were born  into ‘slave families’ but are trapped in 
coercive relationships sanctioned by traditions dating from times when it was widely 
accepted that societies were naturally highly stratified, with some people having many 
more rights than others. Mauritania is still such a society, and was the last country in 
the world to abolish slavery in 1981, and did not make holding slaves a crime until 
2007. There are still some 90,000 slaves or 2% of the population who are slaves in 
Mauritania. 

  Some people are smuggled and some are trafficked. 

                Smuggled migrants are moved illegally for profit: they are 
                partners, however unequal, in a commercial transaction …. 
                By contrast, the movement of trafficked persons is based on deception           
                and coercion and is for the purpose of exploitation. The profit in trafficking 
                comes not from the movement but from the sale of a trafficked person’s 
                sexual services or labour in the country of destination. Most smuggled  
                migrants are men. Most trafficked persons are women and children. 
                (Gallagher 2002:25). 
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    The trafficking of women and children for the sex industry is sadly found across the 
world. Nigeria is known for the trafficking of women for the sex industry in Europe, 
especially in Italy. The trade is unusual in being led by female ‘madams’ who lure 
women in with stories of going to good jobs in Europe. Nigeria is estimated to have 
close to a million slaves despite the foundation of the National Agency for the 
Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons in 2003 which was supposed to be devoted to the 
eradication of modern slavery.  A number of Islamic terrorist movements, including 
Nigeria’s Boko Haram and ISIS in the Middle East, have captured women and school 
girls to be distributed as slave booty to their soldiers (Murad 2017). 
 
 
                           Gendered Aspects of Forced Migration 

 In a given refugee context, women refugees are often “more vulnerable than other 
refugees, finding themselves separated from their family members or traditional support 
mechanisms, or isolated from their communities. They may have to assume new roles 
and status as a result. In addition to coping with the impelling reasons for their fligh†, 
they may be confronted with new challenges, such as providing for themselves and 
their children in situations of particular hardship, as well as new forms of violence and 
risks, in the country of refuge “(UNHCR 2004 :14). 

It is widely understood that women refugees face special risks associated with their 
gender, such as the risk of sexual violence, the physical difficulties of fleeing when 
pregnant or having to carry small children and the lesser likelihood of being able to fight 
off attackers (Human Rights Watch 2005; Pittaway and Bartolomei 2005; Seaman and 
Maguire 2005; Women’s Commission for Women and Children 2006).  In Nigeria  
where almost two million IDPs, 60% live in host communities, 40% in camps; 57% are 
children under the age of 15. Some 70% of displaced women, as compared to 57% of 
displaced men are highly food insecure. In Somalia some 2 million people out of a 
national population of just 14 million are internally displaced. In both the national 
population and among the displaced every second household is headed by a woman. 
Displaced women are often tasked with the collection of water which exposes them to 
an increased risk of gender-based violence. Time spent collecting water also reduces 
education and labour opportunities for females (Pape & Sharma 2019b). Australia, 
Canada and the United States all have special programmes for ‘Women at Risk’ 
refugees (Manderson et al. 1998). The United Kingdom lists ‘safe’ countries of origin, 
whose citizens are not to be defined as refugees, but sometimes distinguishes by sex 
as with The Gambia whose female citizens can apply for refugee status while male 
Gambians cannot (Crawley and Skleparis 2018 p. 52). 

  In 1989, Anders Johnsson wrote a report for UNHCR on “The International Protection 
of Women Refugees: A Summary of Principal Problems and Issues”, Sadly, little has 
changed since then and women and young girls are still being obliged to grant sexual 
favours in return for documentation and/or relief goods. Syrian females who fled to 
Turkiye found themselves forced into illegal child marriages and polygamous second 
marriages with elderly men (Narli et a; 2019). One hopeful new development is the 
acknowledgement of rape as a war crime. The Rome Statute which established the 
International Criminal Court and came into force in 2002 declares that: “Rape, sexual 
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slavery, enforced prostitution, forced pregnancy, enforced sterilization, or any other 
form of sexual violence of comparable gravity” constitute crimes against humanity and 
war crimes (ICC 2002: Articles 7 and 8). The first successful prosecutions of sexual 
violence in the late 1990s were before the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia (ICTY 2005). Rape as a war crime, as practiced in the former Yugoslavia 
and many African conflicts, is intended to destroy the morale and social structure of the 
opposing side as raped women are subject to stigma and ostracism by their husbands, 
families and communities.  

  Male refugees may also experience special risks because they are fleeing conscription 
(Crawley and Skleparis 2018 p. 56) and some may also be at risk of rape although they 
are likely to be extremely reluctant to discuss this. Homosexuals of both sexes may be 
fleeing persecution in the 69 countries where homosexuality is illegal and the six 
Muslim countries where same sex sexual acts are punishable by death. In a number of 
contexts male family members may leave first either as young men avoiding military 
service or as family heads seeking to establish a foothold in a new country before 
sending for their wives and children, UNHCR data for Afghan refugees arriving Europe 
in  2020 showed that 34% were men, 21% were women and 45% children with 58% of 
the children being male. There were also 1,646 Unaccompanied Afghan children in 
Greece in 2020 (UNHCR 2020b). 

  Movement for environmental reasons is part of the culture and history of the Pacific 
islands and may have different gender aspects depending on whether their societies 
are matrilineal or patrilineal. In matrilineal Chuuk in Micronesia “the spatial relation of 
staying and leaving is expressed in the gendered concept of ‘feefinitiw’ (women stay on 
the land) and ‘mwaanino’ (men go away) “ (Hofman 2014 p. 34). The Carteret Islands 
Council of Elders has a set policy of intermarriages with mainland groups to facilitate 
migration to the main island of Bougainville as the Carteret Islands are sinking beneath 
the sea (Hofman 2014:39).  

 

                               POLICIES RELATING TO FORCED MIGRATION 

                

Much policy relating to forced migration relates to refugees. Indeed, it has been argued 
that the shift from refugee studies to forced migration studies reflects the concern of 
policy makers from developed countries to move from granting rights to refugees to 
submerging their interests amongst broader issues of forced migration (Hathaway 2007, 
see also the responses published by the Journal of Refugee Studies in 2007). The 
policy implications of social science studies of forced migration are matched and often 
outweighed by popular understandings of migration in general and particularly asylum 
seekers and refugees, which are of great concern to politicians (Chimni 2009). There 
are remarkably few studies of policy issues concerning refugees in developing 
countries, despite the vast numbers of individuals involved (Ergin 2019; Pisani and 
Grech 2015). In 2019 Pakistan hosted 1.4 million registered Afghani refugees and over 
a million unregistered Afghanis. In 2021 Bangladesh hosts over a million stateless 
Rohingyas from Myanmar. Despite a national policy of closing refugee camps, in part 
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because of security concerns about terrorists disguised among the refugees, Kenya 
with a population of 47.5 million, still hosts half a million refugees mostly from Somalia 
and South Sudan. Yet there is minimal research on, or acknowledgement of these 
policy commitments by lower income countries. 

  For many countries, signing the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees 
and the 1967 Protocol which expanded the geographical coverage of the refugee 
definition represented important policy decisions. In total, 148 out of the 193 member 
states of the United Nations have signed one or both (UNHCR 2020). Signatories 
commit to observing the rights of asylum seekers and refugees but many significant 
host countries are not signatories: these outliers include Bangladesh, India, Lebanon, 
Malaysia, Pakistan, and even Syria. Between them, these countries hosted over 4.5 
million refugees in 2019 (UNHCR 2020).  

    For many developed countries, refugee policy has increasingly become synonymous 
with finding ways of making it more difficult for asylum seekers to enter across their 
borders (Castles 2003 b). This reflects politicians’ perceptions that the public is 
opposed to the entry of more refugees. What the data suggest is that the public is 
opposed to the entry of more unskilled migrants from poorer countries but relatively 
accepting of ‘genuine’ refugees (Hatton 2020:87-91). There are two main ways that 
countries can reduce the numbers of asylum seekers on their soil. One is by stricter 
border controls and the other is by making it increasingly difficult for asylum seekers to 
establish that they are, in fact, refugees. Countries may also be able to deter asylum 
seekers from choosing them as a destination by gaining a bad reputation for their 
treatment of earlier asylum seekers. However, this requires that asylum seekers have 
good knowledge networks and some choice of destination (Davenport, Moore and Poe 
2003). Some have argued that asylum seekers are attracted by high levels of public 
welfare provisions but there is little evidence for this claim despite the fact that Denmark 
experimented with reducing welfare provisions by 50% and threatening to seize 
refugees’ jewellery (Barrett 2019; Olwig 2011). “Subject to power relations like other 
forms of knowledge, social science research on forced migration may influence both 
popular and governmental thinking as much as policy categories shape forced 
migration research” (Van Hear 2011:2).  

  At the international level, many would maintain that the global model for handling 
refugees on which the Convention and Protocol are based is outdated and in need of 
radical reform. The problem for potential reformers is that they hold realistic fears that 
any changes would lead to greater restrictions on refugee movements and fewer rights 
for refugees, not to increased freedoms and options. This is what Ferracioli (2014) has 
called ‘the feasibility dilemma of a new refugee protection regime’.  

  In UNHCR’s Strategy Towards 2000 (Geneva 1997) the primary challenge facing 
UNHCR was said to be that: ‘Population displacements are more than ever perceived 
as a threat to economic, social and environmental stability, as well as political security’. 
To Adelman (2001:7) this was evidence that UNHCR was abandoning its historical 
concern for the protection of refugees for an emphasis on forced migration in general 
and in relation to the security of states and their economic and social stability. This 
reflected a lesser concern with political asylum for individuals and a greater focus on 
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the difficulties faced by IDPs. This in turn was said to be reflected in a shift from legal 
protection of those who had fled communist countries, to repatriation after peace in the 
1990s and then to the human security paradigm. As a consequence: “Refugees are no 
longer viewed primarily as indicators of the oppression of the other (and, hence, 
labelled as ‘freedom fighters’) and of our own tolerance and humanism, but are 
increasingly viewed as threats to our own stability, particularly as the new information 
economy has a declining need for raw labour” (Adelman 2001:16). Changes in the 
nature of war have also seen some refugees, as in Africa, mobilising militarily, with 
some then attacking humanitarian workers, forcing them to abandon their cherished 
principles of neutrality. 

  Because much of the research on forced migration involves advocacy and/or changing 
the policies of governments, international bodies and NGOs, there are advocates of 
“Research beyond the categories: The importance of policy irrelevant research into 
forced migration” (Bakewell, 2008, reviews the literature of the debate). The argument 
is that groups such as self-settled refugees are ignored because they appear to lack 
‘policy relevance’ yet they may have important lessons to teach. Also, accepting the 
categories created by policy makers and mandated by governments involves accepting 
their view of reality, however unrealistic, for example, by treating refugees as moving as 
individuals rather than as family units.   At the other extreme are Turton (1996) and 
Jacobsen and Landau (2003) who argued that research into ‘situations of extreme 
human suffering’ is only justified if policy relevance and the desire to alleviate suffering 
is the objective.  

  Since the central problem of refugees and IDPs is being defined as a ‘crisis’ and their 
lack of a state willing and/or able to protect them(Castles 2003 a), the most effective 
policies usually address the supply of refugees by aiming to change the political 
circumstances which force people to flee. Thus, equitable peace in Syria or Afghanistan 
or a change of direction by the Government of Myanmar to recognise the rights of the 
Rohingya would each make highly significant contributions to reducing the numbers of 
refugees in the world. Voluntary repatriation is generally seen as the ideal solution for 
refugees but this most often depends on a political solution in the refugees’ home 
country. Thus, a conference in Brussels in 2015 sought support for the voluntary 
repatriation of Somali refugees and their reintegration into Somalia. Between 2014 and 
2018 some 83,000 Somalis were assisted to return home from Kenya. 

  Much refugee policy deals with one of two areas: (1) where refugees are allowed to 
go, especially in terms of crossing national borders or (2) how host countries treat 
refugees once they are within their borders. One of the features which defines an 
independent state is the ability to determine who is able to cross its national borders 
and enter the country. National governments and political parties are very concerned 
with this aspect of their sovereignty. This is especially difficult for countries with very 
small populations and territories which exist on the sufferance of their bigger 
neighbours. For example the Gambia, an anglophone country which occupies the 
banks of the lower reaches of the Gambia River in West Africa with a land area of  just 
11,000 square kilometres and a population of two million, is almost entirely surrounded 
by francophone Senegal with a land area of 197,000 square kilometres and a 
population of 15 million. If Senegal decides to send its army into the Gambia as a quick 
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route to crossing the river, the smaller country is well advised to just wait out the 
‘invasion’. Equally, it is relatively easy for Gambians fleeing persecution to disappear 
among their ethnic peers across the border in Senegal. 

  The countries to which refugees are seeking to flee can choose between a range of 
policies, although their choices are often constrained by the geography of their region. 
As a relatively remote island Australia can choose to ‘stop the boats’ to keep out 
refugees and asylum seekers. This is more difficult for Italy and the United Kingdom 
because the sea voyages required are much shorter and more difficult to regulate. On a 
regional basis, there are often claims that refugees and asylum seekers are the 
responsibility of the first safe country which they enter. This can be very unfair on 
potential host countries. In the European context, this view (embodied in the Schengen 
Agreement, EU 2016) places a totally disproportionate burden on Greece and Italy, 
whilst leaving the Scandinavian countries virtually burden free. In the African case, 
Kenya and Uganda have the misfortune to be near neighbours to a number of major 
refugee producing countries, notably South Sudan and Somalia.  

  Turkiye is a major refugee hosting country with 4 million refugees and asylum seekers, 
3.6 million of whom are Syrian nationals living across 81 Turkish provinces (UNHCR 
Update October 2020). Only 3,382 refugees were resettled from Turkiye to third 
countries in the first ten months of 2020, 77% of these were Syrians. With Turkish 
borders to Europe closed to refugees, the Turkish government is able to keep pressure 
on the European Union to keep funding the Syrian refugees in Turkiye or risk the 
borders being re-opened. 

  Inside Syria there are still 11.1 million nationals in need of humanitarian assistance 
amounting to US $3.4 billion, many of these are internally displaced persons. The 
United Nations’ Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) provides 
regular situation reports on the complex movements of Syrians inside Syria and across 
the region, despite having to cope with the additional complexities introduced by 
COVID-19 which has reached 46% of tested individuals amongst Syrian IDPs (OCHA 
2021). Now both Turkiye and Northern Syria have to deal with the terrible impact of 
repeated earthquakes. 

  For the United States, some see building a wall on its southern border as a means of 
keeping out both refugees and economic migrants, others believe that any wall will 
always be circumvented. In the case of Syria’s immediate neighbours, their land 
borders are essentially porous. Consequently, desperate Syrians can just walk out in 
search of freedom trying to find a country where they can be safe: Turkiye hosts 3.6 
million, Lebanon 915,000, Jordan 656,000, Iraq 250,000, and Egypt 130,000, plus there 
are 6.2 million internally displaced people within Syria (March 2020 UNHCR Figures). 

There is often a vast gap between refugee policy on paper and the reality. “Differences 
in refugee policy among EU countries are staggering and make it clear that there is no 
unitary EU policy. The rate of granted asylum applications per thousand inhabitants, 
2006-2017 ranges from 49 for Sweden and 41 for Malta down to a mid-range of 22 for 
Germany and 19 for Belgium to sink to 6 for Italy and 4.5 for the UK, with the nadir at 2 
for Hungary and 1 or less for Spain, Portugal, and most of a region largely unattractive 
to in-migrants: Eastern Europe (Henrekson et al. 2019). Many countries have become 
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more restrictive in admitting fewer refugees in recent years. Spain is one of the very few 
nations to have adopted a more generous policy – this was the result of a change of 
government. 

  Many developed countries have a policy of regulating the admission of a fixed number 
of refugees.  In this context it is important to recognize the distinction between admitting 
refugees and settling refugees. UNHCR provides a Resettlement Data Finder which is 
updated monthly and provides resettlement statistics, interactive graphs and maps. 
Australia claims to rank high overall, being 14th in settling refugees globally, but this 
statistic only refers to settling refugees and fewer than 1% of refugees globally are 
resettled each year. With its refugee settlement numbers, Australia ranks 20th on a per 
capita basis but only 60th relative to national GDP – (UNHCR 2018 figures). As 
explained above, the main host countries for refugees are developing countries which 
are neighbours of major refugee producing regimes. The top host countries are Turkiye 
with 4 million refugees, Colombia with 1.8 million, Pakistan and Uganda both with 1.4 
million and Germany with 1 million refugees. 

  In 2017 for the first time in modern history, the United States settled fewer refugees 
than the rest of the world put together. Following the Vietnam War, Congress passed 
the Refugee Act of 1980 which incorporated the Refugee Convention’s definition quoted 
above into US law and provided the legal basis for the US Refugee Admissions 
Program. The President, in consultation with Congress, determines the ceiling for 
refugee admissions each year. Refugees are selected from priority one: individuals with 
compelling persecution needs; priority two: groups of “special concern” currently from 
the former Soviet Union, Burma and Iraq and priority three: close relatives of refugees 
already settled in the US. Applicants can be rejected on the grounds of poor health, 
criminality, security risk, people smuggling or polygamy. NGOs look after refugees for 
their first 90 days of settlement. They have to repay their fares and may become 
citizens after five years. In January 2017 President Trump signed an executive order 
suspending the entire refugee admissions program for 120 days, stopped the entry of 
Syrian refugees indefinitely and lowered President Obama’s 110,000 refugee ceiling to 
50,000, by 2019 it had been reduced to 30,000. For 2017 refugees settled per million 
residents were led by 725 for Canada, then 618 for Australia, 528 for Norway and just 
102 for the USA (American Immigration Council 2020). Under his “Plan for Securing 
Our Values as a Nation of Immigrants”, Joe Biden campaigned on a policy of “restoring 
America’s global leadership on refugees”. Within the first 100 days of his presidency he 
reversed many of President Trump’s often cruel anti-refugee measures, promising an 
ultimate return to President Obama’s 110,000 annual target. However, reversing 
Trump’s policies which significantly cut funding and staff numbers and closed down 
offices, however, takes time. Currently, after considerable vacillation, the White House’s 
(2021) “Blueprint for a Fair, Orderly and Humane Immigration System” is almost entirely 
focused on unaccompanied children and adults coming from Central and Latin America 
and does not provide a refugee admission target. 

  The Brookings Institute has argued that host countries should change their policy 
settings to see ‘Refugees as Assets not Burdens’ (Bahar and Dooley, 2020). This would 
require creating an enabling environment of policy measures to maximise gains and 
mitigate costs of refugee integration. To Brookings the most important policy that host 
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countries need to implement is to allow formal labour market access to refugees which 
allows them to be employed, create businesses and employ other workers. In Australia, 
refugees are actually more likely to successfully operate small businesses than the 
native-born. In general, policies which try to limit what refugees can do are both unfair 
and counter-productive. Both Turkiye and Switzerland have had internal refugee 
redistribution schemes which tried to move refugees away from the borders and other 
sensitive areas, but their new destinations lacked employment opportunities. 
Switzerland’s new data-driven program to assign refugees where they were most likely 
to find work proved to be much more successful. In rural Australia, towns with abattoirs 
are usually glad to welcome refugees as workers, but is that the best employment for 
people fleeing war zones? Policies concerning recognition of foreign professional and 
trade qualifications play an important role in determining refugee employment. The EU 
is developing a ‘qualifications passport’ to assess refugees’ higher education 
credentials. Local professional associations often support barriers to the recognition of 
foreign qualifications and the imposition of very high language standards, precisely to 
keep out the potentially lower wage opposition. Government policies on any necessary 
re-training are important both for individual refugees and their communities who wish to 
consult professionals from their own linguistic and cultural background and who benefit 
from having spokespersons such as lawyers with recognised professional qualifications. 

  On 17 December, 2018, the United Nations General Assembly affirmed the Global 
Compact on Refugees, following two years of UNHCR led consultations with member 
states, international organisations, refugees, civil society, the private sector and 
experts. The aim of the Compact is to provide for more predictable and equitable 
responsibility-sharing via four goals (1) Easing the pressure on host countries, (2) 
Enhancing refugee self-reliance, (3) Expanding access to third-country solutions and (4) 
Supporting conditions in countries of origin for return to safety and dignity. Whilst these 
goals may be desirable, they are not very realistic in the current political climate. 
Equally idealistic is the proposal by Betts and Milner (2019) that the Governance of the 
Global Refugee Regime should be reformed with respect to dialogue, facilitation, 
expertise and oversight through an international forum – the Global Refugee Forum  as 
set out in the Global Compact on Refugees-  for dialogue especially between the ten 
most engaged refugee-hosting and donor states and other stakeholders including the 
private sector, NGOS and even refugees themselves. 

  As for everyone else, COVID-19 has dramatically changed the prospects for asylum 
seekers and refugees. Island countries and others who have been able to do so have 
closed their borders. In 2020 UNHCR estimated that 167 countries had partially or fully 
closed their borders and 57 of these had not made any exceptions for those seeking 
asylum. UNHRC and colleagues have been striving to cope with maintaining safety 
measures in overcrowded camps and detention centres (UNHCR 2021B). Potential 
refugees have found it much harder to move. Acknowledged refugees have faced  
greater poverty with paid work exceedingly hard to find. For a developed country like 
Australia dealing with “COVID-19 pandemic effects on refugees and people seeking 
asylum” the main challenges relate to the risks of crowded immigration detention 
facilities holding 1,373 people, 512 of whom were ‘Illegal Maritime Arrivals’ (commonly 
known as boat people) and the extreme poverty of asylum seekers on bridging visas 
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who are not eligible for any form of governmental income support and are left to live off 
charity (Spinks 2020). 

  In future years, people forced to flee by climate changes, particularly from small island 
states facing significant sea level rise, will pose major policy challenges to potential host 
countries. Fiji and Vanuatu both already have national guidelines for internal climate 
and disaster induced displacement. Given that almost none of its land is more than 
three metres above sea-level, Kiribati has a long-term nation-wide relocation strategy 
called ‘Migration with Dignity’ which is based on an acceptance that ultimately all of its 
population will have to leave and includes ensuring that Kiribati educational 
qualifications match requirements in proposed destination countries. Fiji has declared 
that it will welcome ‘sea level rise’ refugees from Tuvalu and Kiribati. In October 2017 
New Zealand’s Minister for Climate Change announced that the country would issue an 
“experimental humanitarian visa” for Pacific Islanders displaced by the effects of climate 
change (Dempster and Over 2020). Just six months later the plan was dropped - 
because of the objections of Pacific Island Governments. Their view was that New 
Zealand should address climate change and associated migration in other ways first, 
leaving granting refugee status as a last resort. Like New Zealand, Australia currently 
admits Pacific islanders to work on a temporary basis in fruit picking and other farming 
jobs. If their home islands were flooded, it would be very difficult to say that they and 
their families could not permanently move to Australia. 

  The Nansen Initiative (2012-15), named after the League of Nations first High 
Commissioner for Refugees, was a state-led, bottom-up consultative process intended 
to build consensus on the development of a protection agenda addressing the needs of 
people displaced across international borders in the context of disasters and the effects 
of climate change. It aimed to gain agreement on a protection agenda based on three 
pillars: international cooperation; standards for the treatment of affected people; and 
operational responses including funding mechanisms and responsibilities of 
international humanitarian and development actors. Although this was not publicly 
acknowledged, its creation was necessary because there was little to no prospect of 
amending the UN Refugee Convention to include those displaced across international 
borders by disasters and the effects of climate change. 

  Policy relating to forced migration is inevitably tied up with politics. National 
governments are either responsible for the forced migration, or they are either unwilling 
or unable to prevent it. International organizations, especially UNHCR, play a major role 
whilst remaining accountable to a range of stakeholders. Meanwhile those forced to 
migrate, whilst not totally without agency, often have very little say in how their situation 
is managed. Before COVID-19, middle class citizens of Western countries were 
frequently free to migrate or not at will. It was mostly the poorer citizens of the poorer 
countries who found themselves obliged to move by forces beyond their control. In the 
near future climate change may well compel many more to move, leaving governments 
to decide on how far there is a moral obligation to help those attacked by the forces of 
nature.  
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