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Foreword

Beyond the dramatic images on television screens and the sensa—
tional reports in the newspapers, a life of long listless days and
dark nights goes on for millions of our fellow human beings. It
is sustained by a mixture of fear and hope—and a deep nostalgic
feeling for ‘home’. Of course, many receive the understanding,
assistance and protection of the international community. But many
more do not.
This report does not deal only with refugees who leave their
homeland to seek sanctuary elsewhere owing to persecution or a
well—founded fear of it. It also covers several other categories of
displaced persons whose plight is as real but who are by—passed
by international arrangements and public debate. Who are they?
Why do they become homeless? What can be done for them?
First, of course, are the 13 million men, women and children

in all parts of the world who are called ‘refugees’ in the conventional sense of the term. Most of them are to be found in the
developing world. Unlike previous generations of refugees, the
majority will not have the opportunity to resettle in one of the
industrialized states or to return home in the immediate future. They
will, instead, remain in countries whose economic, environmen-

tal and political resources are already stretched to breaking point.
The experience of recent years does not leave room for optimism
regarding the future. Just as one refugee situation diminishes or
stabilizes, new mass exoduses occur elsewhere.

The international community has attempted to provide most of
these refugees with protection and assistance, and to promote lasting
xiii
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solutions to their problems. The framework of laws and organiza—
tions established to do so continues to be funded and can draw upon
a large body of international experience and expertise. But it is
now having difﬁculty in keeping pace with developments around
the world.
Furthermore, a growing proportion of the people who leave their
own country cannot, in legal terms, be recognized as refugees. They
are not the victims of persecution, as international legislation
requires, but of drought, famine, environmental disaster and socio—
economic decline.
On the other side of the spectrum are millions of uprooted peo—
ple who are unable or unwilling to leave their own country. They
are, in the jargon of the refugee specialists, ‘internally displaced’,
and do not qualify for the kind of protection and assistance offered
to refugees.
There are large numbers of people who are increasingly being
uprooted by ofﬁcial decree. In recent decades, many governments
have resorted to the mass expulsion of foreigners as well as national
minority groups, who are accused of threatening the country’s
political. social or economic stability. Faced as they are with
increasing economic difﬁculties, more and more governments may
be tempted to resort to coercive methods to get rid of unwanted
populations. During this century, governments in both the North
and the South have carried out mass expulsions in conditions of
undue hardship. While expulsion of an alien is admittedly the
sovereign prerogative of the State, ‘mass expulsion’ is a
phenomenon which deserves to be seen in a different and more
humane light.
In many countries, both urban and rural populations have been
subjected to compulsory relocation and removal programmes,
implemented for both demographic and geo-politica] reasons. The
international community has been reluctant to intervene in such
situations, as they fall within the domestic jurisdiction of States.
This report draws attention to the plight of these neglected and
largely unprotected groups of people.

The transport and communications revolutions of the twentieth
century have brought in their wake an unprecedented degree of
international mobility. Increasingly, people who are confronted with
intolerable conditions in the countries of the ‘South’ are moving
to the more prosperous and secure states of the ‘North’. The
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industrialized states are adopting what appear to be contradictory
standards. They expect and assume that some of the worlds poorest
countries will maintain an ‘open door’ policy towards millions from
neighbouring states. But they are increasingly reluctant to grant
asylum to the thousands who arrive on their own territory. At the
same time, the role of the world’s more inﬂuential states is negli—
gible in helping to eliminate the root causes and to resolve the Situa—
tions which have created these refugees.
It is intolerable that in this age of unparalleled progress and
enlightenment, we should allow millions of our fellow human
beings to languish in makeshift camps. There are groups of refugees
in the world, like the Palestinians, who, Since their birth, have

known nothing but the distressing environment of these camps and
a life of despair and deprivation. Surely the world community today
has the means to come to their rescue. Let there be the necessary
practical will to get on with the job. _
.
We attach special signiﬁcance to this report on the plight of
refugees and displaced people. Many of the other issues which the
Commission has been studying—famine, desertification, deforesta—
tion, armed conﬂicts—constitute the ‘root causes” of massexoduses.
As the report suggests, refugee movements-play a part in exacerbating these problems, thus creating a viCious circle which is a
serious threat to the social fabric of many countries. When large
numbers of people suddenly move from one state to another, they
can easily upset the delicate environmental, demographic,
economic, social and political balance of their country of asylum.
But the refugee story is not just a story of misery. and
despondency. Throughout history, they have also vastly enriched
the social, economic and cultural life of the host communities.

Millions have demonstrated a remarkable capacity to survwe and
prosper, despite conditions of physical and mental hardship. A
climate must be provided within which that capaCity can be
nurtured.

The dynamics of displacement must be fully grasped before
imaginative humanitarian initiatives can be taken. The reSilience

of the uprooted must be matched by ingenuity on the part of policymakers just as our generosity must rise to the challenge of their
plight. Empathy coupled with political will is the way to. address
the problem of the uprooted. This report is a step in that direction.
Sadruddin Aga Khan

Hassan bin Talal
XV
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Editorial Note

accessible style. Special effort was made to avoid. to the extent
possible, technical jargon. Its purpose is to increase public
awareness of the many facets of the contemporary problems of
uprootedness and to persuade policy-makers to take imaginative
steps to reverse the present trends.
The contents drew on the experience and expertise of too many
to name here. Special mention may be made. however, of A.
Adepoju, K. Doehring, G. Goodwin—Gill, L. Gordenker, B.

This comprehensive report uses the term refugee in its broadest
sense. It deals with a whole range of uprooted people whose plight
is neglected by existing literature on the subject. During recent
decades, world attention has been focused on refugees who are vic—

tims of persecution or have a well—founded fear of it and consequently leave their homeland to seek sanctuary elsewhere. Few
advocate the cause of millions of others who become homeless for
analogous reasons but who do not cross the national borders. There
are still others, citizens and nationals, who are expelled en masse

in conditions of hardship or who are forcibly moved from their
homes to unfamiliar regions of their own country.
The notion of ‘home’ and the loss of it for reasons beyond one’s
control, the alienation and suffering that follow, are the main com—

ponents of ‘uprootedness’. Keeping this in mind, we attempted to
suggest possible answers to questions such as: Why and under what
conditions do these involuntary movements of populations take
place? What can be done to alleviate the suffering of those affected?
Can mechanisms be developed to predict and prevent mass
displacements?
In answering these questions, the report adopts a global perspec—
tive. It pays particular attention to the relatively new dimensions
of the refugee issue. It suggests alternative approaches to the
classical solutions and makes a number of practical proposals for
action by the international community.
The report reﬂects the deliberations of the Commission and the
research done for it by its Secretariat. It is written in an easily

Harrell—Bond, J. Hauserman, R.Perruchoud. P. Rudge and A. de
Zayas. The Refugee Policy Group, Washington, and Soka Univer—
sity, Tokyo, were asked separately by the Commission to look in—
to the question of early warning systems. Extensive use was made
of recent reports of various components of the United Nations
System as well as the non-governmental agencies working for
refugees. Further reports, based on research carried out for the

Independent Commission, on speciﬁc aspects of problems relating
to uprootedness around the world, are expected to follow the pre—
sent publication.
The Co—Chairmen of the Independent Commission, who have
both had direct personal experience of refugee problems stretching
over many years, were a valuable source of encouragement.
The enthusiasm and energy brought to the editing of the report
by J. Crisp deserves special recognition. The valuable contribution of N. van Hear to some of the chapters and the unfailing ad—
vice of M. Barber throughout the preparation of the report are also
gratefully acknowledged. The technical preparation of the report
was facilitated by the patient diligence of F. Frank.
Special ﬁnancial contributions, earmarked for this project by the
Governments of Sweden and the United States. as well as Soka
Gakkai, Japan, are gratefully acknowledged.
Thanks are also due to R. Molteno and his colleagues at Zed
Books for the speedy and skilful publication of the report.
Income from sales of this book will be devoted entirely to
research and dissemination of related humanitarian issues.
Z. Rizvi
Secretary-General

ICIl-II
Geneva, August 1986
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Introduction

Abbreviations

'One has two duties—t0 be worried
and not to be worried’
E. M. Forster, 1959

ECOWAS Economic Community of West African States
ICARA 11 Second International Conference on Assistance to
Refugees in Africa
ICRC
International Committee of the Red Cross
ILO
International Labour Ofﬁce
IMF
International Monetary Fund
INS
United States Immigration and Naturalization Service
IRO
International Refugee Organization
NATO
North Atlantic Treaty Organization
OAU
Organization of African Unity
UN Office for Emergency Operation in Africa
OEOA
Ethiopian Relief and Rehabilitation Commission
RRC
United Nations Border Relief Organization
UNBRO
UNDRO
United Nations Disaster Relief Office
UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for
UNHCR
Refugees
UNKRA
United Nations Korean Relief Agency
United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Agency
UNRRA
UNRWA United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine
Refugees in the Near East

WFP

xviii

World Food Programme

‘Europe Slams Door on Fleeing Tamils’, ‘Vietnamese Boat People Still Leaving’, ‘South Africa Moves to Expel Foreign Blacks’,
‘Central America: The War on the Displaced’, ‘Forced Repatria—
tion of West Papuan Exiles’, ‘The Widening Berlin Hole: A Flood
of Refugees Tests an Asylum Policy’.
These headlines are all drawn from newspapers in recent months.
Apparently unrelated, they highlight a disturbing global trend: the
increasing prevalence of forced movements of population and the
emergence of vast numbers of uprooted people, known variously
as ‘refugees’, ‘displaced persons’, ‘expellees’, ‘returnees’, ‘asylum-

seekers’ and ‘economic migrants’.
Millions of people throughout the world are obliged to move
against their will. Some are uprooted as a result of deliberate
government policy. A much larger proportion are displaced by
intolerable conditions of insecurity and poverty. Almost all of them
are suffering severe hardship. The purpose of this book is to take
a hard look at these involuntary migrations, to consider how the
international community has responded to them, and to suggest
ways in which those responses might be made more effective.
Compulsory mass migrations are nothing new. They have occur—
red throughout history and have moulded the world we live in.
The slave trade of the 15th to the 19th centuries, for example, was

one of the largest ever forced movements of populations. It is
estimated that the Atlantic slave trade alone involved at least ten
million Africans, who were subjected to the most appalling suf—
fering. Their abduction deprived Africa of its human resources,
1
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which were used for the enrichment of people elsewhere. Three
hundred years ago 250,000 Protestants, known as the Huguenots,
ﬂed from France to escape religious persecution. They subsequently
made a major contribution to the economic and cultural life of the
countries, such as England, Holland and Switzerland which gave

them refuge.
Colonial expansion involved brutal mass displacements in many
parts of the world. As new territory was occupied, indigenous
populations were cleared from their lands to make way for new
settlers. Military conscription and forced labour uprooted many
more. Large numbers of indentured labourers were transferred between continents to satisfy colonial demands for manpower. .Such
migrations had a profound impact on the social and cultural makeup of many countries and regions.
In the ﬁrst half of the 20th century involuntary migrations were
concentrated in Europe. The two world wars and subsequent territorial realignment produced a series of mass displacements,
refugee movements and forced repatriations, involving suffering
on a massive scale. These population upheavals led to the
emergence of a network of international organizations and the
development of laws to deal with the problems they posed.
Since the 1950s the vast majority of involuntary migrations have
taken place within and from the developing countries. In the post—
war period, about a hundred new states emerged from colonial
subordination. They inherited artiﬁcial boundaries, fragile national

unity, brittle political systems and distorted economies. The political
and economic instability which resulted led to an unprecedented
proliferation of tensions and conﬂicts. Local disputes were
aggravated and exploited by external powers competing for
economic and political advantage.
These developments had immediate and often disastrous conse—
quences for the growing populations of many developing countries.
The high expectations of the 19605 were steadily eroded. In many
of these countries, scarce resources were depleted by arms spen—
ding, inappropriate development projects and economic
mismanagement. Mass poverty and insecurity increased. Millions
of people were deliberately uprooted or faced only one choice: to
leave their own region or country in order to survive.
Since then the situation has deteriorated further, largely as a result
of the international recession. The terms of trade for most primary
2
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exports have declined sharply. The oil price hikes of the 1970s
led to huge increases in expenditure on energy by noncil-producing
countries. Growth rates plummeted. Massive debts contracted in

the 19705 by the developing countries—encouraged by the com—
mercial banks—have become debilitating burdens. These countries
were increasingly obliged to turn to the International Monetary
Fund to stave off balance of payments crises, and were compelled
to introduce drastic austerity programmes. Invariably, the impact
of such programmes has fallen most heavily on the poor.
The economic crisis has been intensiﬁed by wide spread
ecological deterioration. Deforestation, desertiﬁcation and drought

have made life even more precarious for millions.
These developments have had a signiﬁcant impact on the nature
of mass displacement. Many of the problems inherited from the
late 1970s have proved intractable. A growing number of governments have resorted to moving populations by force in a desperate
reaction to economic and political crises. Many new ﬂows of
displaced people have occurred within and across state boundaries,
and increasingly between continents.
Mass displacement has become a truly global phenomenon. Many
of those uprooted in the developing countries have made their way
to the industrialized states, only to be confronted by further social
and economic crises. Here recession and rising unemployment have
led to new waves of popular xenophobia. Migrants are increas—
ingly subject to harassment.
In practice, there are close connections between the different
forms of involuntary mass migration. People threatened with compulsory relocation in their own country, for example, often seek
sanctuary as refugees in neighbouring states. In turn, they are fre—
quently moved against their will within countries of asylum, or
sometimes forcibly repatriated to their homeland. One kind of
displacement therefore often leads to another, compounding human

misery.
The uprooted share a number of common characteristics. The
majority are poor and live in circumstances which offer them a
narrow range of choices in life. Many are members of minority
groups. They are all forced to abandon familiar surroundings and
to live in alien and frequently hostile environments.
This is not to say that all uprooted people are passive or
powerless. Some organize themselves against the forces which
3
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made them move. Others develop new forms of cohesion and co—
operation in their efforts to overcome the psychological and physical
hardships of displacement. Some adopt an aggressively competitive
attitude, and may even be prepared to exploit other people in the
same situation in order to guarantee their own security and pro—
sperity. Displacement may throw up new and unexpected oppor—
tunities, which some are able to seize. But for the majority,
displacement means not greater opportunity but greater impoverish—
ment and insecurity.
Over the last four decades, a network of international organizations has been established to assist such people. Such organizations have developed extensive bureaucracies, spawned a new breed
of ‘experts’ in the management of mass migrations and spent enor—
mous amounts of money. They are now under unprecedented
pressure. So is the very notion of international solidarity. The role
of the United Nations system is being questioned. International con—
ventions are ﬂagrantly violated. Attitudes towards the uprooted are
hardening.
These developments all pose humanitarian problems. To what
extent does one country have an obligation to assist displaced people
from another? Are governments justified in moving people by force
in an attempt to resolve economic or ecological problems? What
does ‘freedom of movement” mean? The pages that follow
encourage discussion of such questions and suggest possible ways
of resolving them.
The dynamics of displacement are so complex that it is not easy
to differentiate between diverse groups of uprooted people. In a
report for the Royal Institute of International Affairs, prepared in
1938, SirJohnHope—Simpson wrote about the refugee problems facing the League of Nations: ‘The distinction between “internal”
and “outward”, “national” and “foreign" refugee movements,

together with the subsidiary distinction between planned and uncon—
trolled refugee emigrations, is too theoretical to justify the separa—
tion within this report of the refugees into two groups’. Almost
half a century later, Hope-Simpson’s remarks remain valid. Only
the issue has grown bigger.
The first part of this book examines the plight of people who
are generally recognized as refugees under international law: those
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who ﬂee from persecution in their own country and seek asylum
elsewhere. The vulnerability of such people has been recognized
by the international community. Over the last forty years, con—
siderable efforts have been made to provide refugees with material
assistance, to reinforce their legal protection, and to seek lasting
solutions for them. And yet, as the ﬁrst part of this book
demonstrates, refugees throughout the world continue to suffer
severe hardship.
The situation of other groups of uprooted people is in many ways
even worse. People who have been displaced within their own coun—
try or expelled from it are unable to claim refugee status. Their
needs have been, by and large, ignored by the international com—
munity. The second part of this book looks at the plight of these
other people who have been forced to abandon their homes.
International action to protect and assist refugees and displaced
persons has almost always been reactive. International laws and
organizations begin to take effect once people have been forced
to abandon their homes. The concluding chapter of this book looks
at the problem of initiating pre-emptive action, and suggests some
ways in which mass population displacements might be anticipated
and prevented.

I: Refugees

1. Refugees: A Crisis of
Mass Displacement
‘Tlie human race never solves any of
its problems: it only outlives them'
David Gerrold, 1978

People have been uprooted by persecution, conﬂict and famine in
all ages. What is unique at the present time is the massive scale
of such movements. Over the last 30 years, an average of more

than 700 people a day have been forced to leave their own country
and to become refugees. The world’s refugee population is
estimated to exceed 13 million. The number of people displaced
within their own country is probably even greater. Recent estimates

suggest that the famine in Africa alone has forced almost 10 million
people to abandon their homes in search of food and water.
There is nothing to suggest that this trend will be reversed in
the immediate future, particularly in the developing countries. The
combination of population growth, economic stagnation and
ecological deterioration is almost certain to lead to increased
poverty and social tension. Add to this the burgeoning arms trade.

increased militarism and intolerance, and the stage is set for a series
of massive movements of populations.

Displaced People: A Global Problem
The last 50 years have witnessed major changes in both the number
and location of the world‘s uprooted people. Until the mid—19405,
the majority were to be found in Europe, mainly victims of fascist
persecution and the Second World War. Some of the people who
became displaced in this period eventually went back to their
homes. Many more were granted asylum in the western half of
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the continent, or moved on to begin a new life in the Americas

and Australasia.
Today, no part of the world is immune from the problem of mass
displacement. Ten years ago, Central America was, in international
terms, a forgotten region. Today it is a ﬂashpoint of political
violence and armed conﬂict. More than 1.5 million people in the
region have become refugees. At least one million have been
displaced within their own countries.
Throughout Africa, famine, war and civil conﬂict have combined

to break down existing social structures. Millions of people are
on the move, abandoning the struggle to survive on their own land
and in their own country.
Nearly 30 years after the creation of Israel, the Palestinian refugee
problem continues to dominate Middle Eastern politics. There are
now approximately two million Palestinians scattered around the
region. Many have been uprooted twice: initially by the creation
of Israel in 1948 and subsequently by conﬂicts between Israel and
its Arab neighbours and the occupation of the West Bank in 1967.
Many parts of Asia have also witnessed massive movements of
refugees and displaced people. Over three million Afghans have
reportedly ﬂed to Pakistan and Iran following the events in their
homeland since 1979. In Vietnam, Kampuchea and Laos, at least

two million people have been uprooted by war and revolution in
the last ten years. Most recently, communal conﬂict in Sri Lanka
has left tens of thousands of Tamils homeless, and has prompted
many to leave the country altogether. The majority have gone to
neighbouring India, while others have found their way to France,
the UK, West Germany and other industrialized states.

Mass Displacement: Who and Why?
People decide to leave their own home and country for a wide
variety of reasons. Environmental disasters such as ﬂoods, droughts
and earthquakes are uprooting more and more people every year.
The famine in the Horn of Africa, for example, has triggered
massive migratory movements, both within and across state boundaries. In Sudan alone, at least 1.5 million people have left their
homes in search of food. The population of many small towns in
the west of the country has increased fourfold in the last two years
10
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due to a massive inﬂux of famine victims both from within Sudan
and from neighbouring Chad. In addition, 300,000 Ethiopians have

entered Eastern Sudan since the beginning of 1984, joining the
500,000 who were already living there.
Recent research has revealed that such disasters are not just the
wrath of nature. The people and governments of many developing
countries are changing their physical environment in a way that

makes it more prone to disaster. Rapidly increasing populations
are overcultivating and deforesting their land, rendering it susceptible to droughts and ﬂoods. Agricultural policies have failed to
stimulate food production. Large numbers of people have left the
countryside to live in urban areas, inﬂating the already
unmanageable populations of shanty towns.
The people most affected by such events are, inevitably, the
poorest and most powerless members of society: nomads, sub—
sistence farmers, urban squatters and landless labourers. When
disaster strikes, the only way of surviving is to move. In the words
of one Sudanese famine victim, ‘We were dying of hunger. We
just couldn’t stay there any more. If we had stayed we would all
be dead now.‘
Ironically, economic expansion is just as likely to create mass
displacements as ecological disaster. In many parts of the Third
World, land is being systematically appropriated in an attempt to
fuel economic growth. Massive infrastructural development programmes such as dams, highway and pipeline construction projects
are regarded, often wrongly, as a sure means of promoting growth.
In the drive to maximize export earnings, commercial concerns
are often preferred to production of food for the hungry.
Agricultural policies are made by urban people for urban people.
The poor farmers who are the majority pay the price in widespread
suffering and persistent deprivation.
Planners, politicians and businessmen often regard traditional
land users as an inconvenience and a hindrance to economic growth,
especially when they are tribal peoples with an apparently archaic
culture. In many cases, they are simply told to leave their land
or are forcibly evicted from it. As a result, they must either move
to a new area and run the risk of conﬂict with the existing population there, or settle on marginal sites with poor soil, steep slopes
or poor rainfall—the land that nobody else wants.
Such incidents have taken place in every part of the Third World,
11
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and in countries of all ideological persuasions. According to the
non—governmental organization Survival International, two million

tribal people in India are threatened with displacement by
hydropower projects. In the Kalahari Desert of Namibia, the
indigenous Bushmen face the takeover of their lands to make way
for a national park designed to attract tourists from South Africa.
In the Amazonian region of Ecuador, indigenous communities are
being pushed off their land by commercial enterprises and new
settlers.
Communal violence is perhaps the most frightening form of social
conﬂict. When the members of one ethnic, religious or linguistic
group turn on the members of another, atrocities are almost
inevitable.
The relationship between such violence and mass displacement
can be seen most clearly in the Indian sub-continent. With the par—

A Crisis of Mass Displacement

led to the displacement of ethnic, religious and political groups
whose loyalty to the government is suspect. In El Salvador, for
example, more than a million people are unable to live in their
own community. Half of this number have left the country
altogether, while the remainder have been displaced within El

Salvador.
Uganda provides an equally graphic illustration. Between 1980
and 1985, there was indiscriminate violence in almost every region
of the country. At least 400,000 people ﬂed or were forced into
Uganda’s ﬁve neighbouring countries. Within Uganda, punitive
military operations prompted a similar number of people to aban—
don their homes.
Finally, mass displacements are frequently the result of armed
conﬂicts which take place across state boundaries. Four recent cases
from different regions of the world illustrate the point:

tition of India in 1947, clashes between Muslims and Hindus forced
0 Since late 1978, the action of Vietnamese forces in Kampuchea

eight million people to move to the new state of Pakistan, while
more than six million people made the journey in the opposite direction. During the conﬂict that surrounded the independence of

has pushed hundreds of thousands of hungry Kampucheans to
the Thai border. Some were allowed to enter Thailand, but over
200,000 have had to remain on the border, vulnerable to armed

Bangladesh in 1971, millions were displaced. Even now, more than

275,000 non—Bengalis in Bangladesh are still homeless. More
recently, in 1983, groups of Sinhalese went on the rampage in
Colombo, the capital of Sri Lanka. Homes and property of the
minority Tamil community were destroyed, rendering more than
a quarter of a million people homeless.
Probably the largest number of refugees and displaced people
are the victims of civil war and governmental counter-insurgency
operations. Many of the world’s poorer countries are locked into
a vicious circle of repression. Their governments rule not in the
interests of the nation as a whole, but to serve a small ruling elite,
often drawn from one region, religion or social group. Finding
no constitutional means of expressing their opinions, opposition
groups turn to terrorism or guerrilla warfare, frequently backed
by foreign powers. In response, governments launch repressive
campaigns to reassert their authority and to root out the opposition. In doing so, their use of state terror, disappearances, torture,
and indiscriminate killings invites escalating waves of violence and
counter-violence.
This pattern of events has been repeated across the globe. More
often than not, the vicious circle of repression and opposition has
12

conﬂict between opposing forces.
0 Since the late 1970s, South African forces have regularly
invaded Southern Angola to counter the operations of the Nami—
bian liberation movement, SWAPO. At the same time, the rebel

Angolan movement UNITA has received support to control
territory in the southern and central provinces. At least 500,000

people have been displaced by these separate but related
conﬂicts.
In Nicaragua, more than 180,000 people have been forced to
abandon their homes because of armed conﬂict between the contras and government forces. In addition, the Nicaraguan govemment has ordered the evacuation of isolated communities and
has reportedly relocated about 8,000 Miskito Indians against

their will.
Finally, in Lebanon, the Palestinian refugee population has
repeatedly been uprooted and displaced by military operations.
The most recent large scale invasion occurred in 1982, when

Israeli troops reached the southern outskirts of Beirut. Around
57% of the refugees” homes were destroyed, and another 20%
were damaged. Altogether, up to 185,000 Palestinians were
13
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affected by the invasion. In this, as in the other three cases,
the vast majority of people displaced were innocent civilian
victims.
It would be wrong to suggest that involuntary migrations entail
no element of choice or organization. In practice, circumstances
lead people to choose to uproot themselves. In making this choice,
individuals, families and communities must make a wide range of

practical decisions. Should they escape from the danger which is
threatening them, or stay and resist it? If they leave, where should

they go, and how should they get there? What possessions should
they take, and what should they leave behind? Who should go and
who should stay?
In making such decisions, individuals and groups are inﬂuenced
by two major considerations. On one hand, there is a wide range
of objective factors such as access to transport, the distance to the
nearest international border; or the ability of young children or
old people to survive an arduous journey.
On the other hand, a wide range of subjective and psychological
considerations come into play. Conditions that seem totally
intolerable to one person, for example, might be quite tolerable
to another. The members of one community will uproot themselves
collectively, while the members of another will act as individuals.
Expectations also vary. Some refugees leave their own country,
intent on returning to it at the earliest possible opportunity. Others
leave with the intention of establishing a completely new life in
another country or continent.
The distinction between ‘voluntary’ and ‘involuntary’ migrations
is not an easy one to make: sometimes they are indistinguishable.
Nevertheless, some very broad generalizations about the circumstances surrounding the two kinds of movement can be
identified.
Refugee movements often take place suddenly and under highly
stressful, life—threatening circumstances. They tend to take a mass
form, and are usually associated with a loss of livelihood and status.
Voluntary migrants generally have more time to plan their move,

and are eventually, if not immediately, able to improve their socio—
economic standing.
When refugees leave their homes, their destination might be
uncertain. It will often mean crossing into an area where they have
14

no friends or relatives and where they are unwanted by the local
community. Migrants are more likely to move to a place where
friends or relatives are already settled, and where their labour or

skills are in demand.
Some, but by no means all, migrants have positive reasons for
leaving their homes. They may wish to take advantage of new
economic opportunities, to improve their education, learn new
skills, or simply want to broaden their experience of life. For
refugees, ‘push factors’ are more important than ‘pull factors’.
Their principal objective in moving is to get away from a situation
where their life, liberty or well-being is at risk.

This is not simply an academic issue. As later chapters of this
book will show, some of the most important issues concerning
refugees today arise from the problem of distinguishing them from
other migrant groups.

The Need for Action
We have a dual obligation towards uprooted people. The ﬁrst
obligation is a simple humanitarian one. The people who are most _
likely to become refugees are those with no cash reserves, no food
reserves and no political inﬂuence. Many are members of minority
groups singled out for persecution by authoritarian regimes. Recent
surveys also indicate that refugee communities normally contain
a disproportionate number of especially disadvantaged people:
widows, children, orphans, the elderly and handicapped.
Even for the able-bodied, the ordeal of leaving a familiar environ—
ment and travelling into unfamiliar surroundings can entail acute
physical and mental suffering. In becoming displaced, indepen—
dent men and women lose their status, their livelihood and their

identity. Established ways of life are disrupted, families are broken
up, values and cultures are often exposed to complete change. In

the words of one exile: ‘When you arrive in a refugee settlement.
it is a strange place. Your mobility is very limited. You feel you
have nothing—no past, no future.‘
The second, and more pragmatic, obligation for action derives
from the relationship between involuntary population movements
and the crisis now afﬂicting many of the world’s poorer countries.
It is not difﬁcult to see how conditions of extreme poverty and
15
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insecurity provoke large—scale refugee exoduses. Less obvious,
perhaps, is the role that such migrations have in reinforcing these
conditions.
There are 25 countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America, most

of them very poor, which now have refugee populations in excess
of 50,000. The twenty states with the highest ratio of refugees to
local population have an average annual per capita income of under
$700. In such countries, refugee inﬂuxes and internal population
displacements impose a massive burden on limited government
revenues and overstretched administrative structures. The Sudanese
government, for example, does not have the resources necessary
to assist millions of its own people who in recent years have been
forced to leave their homes in search of food, water and cultivable
land. But it has had to establish a separate department employing
more than 1,500 people just to deal with over one million refugees
from Chad, Ethiopia and Uganda.
The burden which mass displacements impose on ordinary people
is even more signiﬁcant. It would be wrong to suggest that displaced
people always have a negative impact on their local hosts. Refugee
populated areas can be centres of rapid economic growth, where
new goods and services become available. Richer members of the
local population are especially liable to beneﬁt from new arrivals
offering cheap labour and new skills. But those who gain are in
the minority. The hidden losers of mass displacements are the
poorer members of the host community. Impoverished newcomers
compete for scarce resources such as food, water, land and jobs.
Deforestation, soil erosion and infrastructural breakdowns are all

likely to take place when an area suddenly has to support a much
larger number of people.
Throughout the developing countries, education and training
facilities are inadequate to meet national needs and popular demand.
Skilled manpower is in short supply, and is further depleted by
migratory movements to parts of the world which offer better standards of living. Refugee exoduses frequently make this situation
even worse. Amongst the Ugandan refugees in Southern Sudan,
for example, there are many doctors, teachers, agriculturalists and

technicians. These are people that Uganda cannot afford to lose
or hope to replace. An observer has estimated that at one time there
were more Laotian doctors in the refugee camps of Thailand than
in the whole of Laos itself! Refugees with marketable skills are
16
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more easily accepted for resettlement in an industrialized country
such as Australia, Canada or the USA.
The social symptoms of underdevelopment can also be reinforced
by involuntary mass migrations. Tension and conﬂict can easily

arise between displaced people and their local hosts, especially
when the two communities do not share a common ethnic or
linguistic background. In Ethiopia, nomadic Afars who have lost
their traditional grazing land have moved into the central highlands
of Wollo province, taking with them 700,000 head of cattle and
camels. In the resulting conﬂict with settled farmers, many people
were shot and killed. In 1983, tension between local Hindus and
newly arrived Bengali Muslims in Assam erupted in violence, leav—
ing 3,000 people dead.
Politically, the arrival of many outsiders can prove equally
explosive. In Pakistan, for example, the inﬂux of fundamentalist

Islamic Afghans has considerably inﬂuenced the political complexion of the regions where they are located. In Sri Lanka, the move—
ment of displaced people to predominantly Tamil areas has
consolidated the division of the island on ethnic lines.
At the international level also, mass displacements reinforce
political tensions and obstruct regional co—operation. Under inter—
national law, the granting of asylum to a refugee is a humanitarian,
non-political act. In practice, the countries of origin rarely perceive
it in this way. The governments of Botswana and Lesotho, for
example, have consistently declared that their countries must not
be used as a guerrilla base by South African refugees. The reported
presence of guerrillas has nevertheless provided the South African
government with a pretext for launching military attacks on both
countries.
In the Horn of Africa, the situation is more complicated. Ethiopia
has admitted 100,000 refugees from southern Sudan, many of
whom are sympathetic to the guerrilla movement in that part of

the country. Conversely, Sudan has taken in more than a million
Ethiopians, many of whom are sympathetic to the movements for
autonomy in Tigre and Eritrea. The presence of these refugee
populations has made it very difﬁcult for the two countries to nor—
malize their relationship or to resolve their own internal conﬂicts.
It is clear that mass displacements reﬂect profound structural
problems within the international system. They are becoming the
norm rather than a deviation from it. The following chapters
17
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examine some of the implications of this new reality, and suggest
some ways in which the international community should respond
to it.

2. Forced to Flee: Refugees
in Developing Countries

‘There is no sorrow above the loss

of a native [and '
Euripides, 431 BC

Thirty years ago, the world’s two million refugees were described
as ‘the waiting people of our time, living a shadowy half-existence,
the ﬂesh and blood symbols of the upheavals of the past two
decades, escapees from the horrors of war, revolution and persecu—

tion.’ Since then the world’s refugee population has grown to over
13 million.
Over the last decade, the industrialized states of Europe, North
America and Australasia have provided a refuge for around two

million people, the vast majority of them from Indo-China. But
the largest concentrations of refugees are to be found in the
impoverished and unstable regions of Africa, Asia and Latin
America, Over three million Afghans are reported to have ﬂed to
Pakistan and Iran. In the Middle East there are around two million
Palestinians, many of them young people who have known only
the life of refugee camps. This Chapter examines the plight of
refugees living in the developing countries, and assesses the efforts
made to protect and assist them.

The International Structure of Protection and
Assistance
Over the last 50 years, the international community has devoted
considerable time and money to the refugee question. As a result,
there now exists a complex structure of laws, agreements and
institutions specifically designed to protect and assist people who
19
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have ﬂed from their homeland.
After the Second World War, the United Nations recognized a
need to extend and consolidate the existing multilateral treaties
regarding refugees. The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status
of Refugees deﬁned them as ‘Persons who are outside their country because of a well founded fear of persecution for reasons of
race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group
or political opinion.’ It laid down minimum standards for the treat—
ment of refugees, and introduced the fundamental principle of ‘nonrefoulement’ which protects them from being sent back to a country where their life or freedom would be at risk. Reﬂecting the
nature of the refugee situation in 1951, the Convention applied
specifically to refugees in Europe who had ﬂed from events which
occurred before 1951. In 1967, a Protocol was introduced to extend

its beneﬁts to refugees from later events in other parts of the world.
The Convention and Protocol have now been ratiﬁed by nearly 100
states.
In addition to the Convention, Protocol and some 30 other international agreements on refugees, around 20 regional instruments
have been introduced to deal with this issue. By far the widest in
scope is the 1969 Organization of African Unity (OAU) Convention Concerning Refugee Problems. Recognizing that in the
developing countries, many people are forced to leave their own
country for reasons other than persecution, it stated: ‘The term

“refugee” shall also apply to every person who, owing to external aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events seriously
disturbing public order... is compelled to leave his place of
habitual residence.’ In many other parts of the world, refugees
covered by the OAU’s extended definition are now the norm.
Alongside this legal framework, the international community has
developed an institutional structure designed to meet the needs of
refugees. Between 1921 and 1938, the League of Nations set up

a succession of organizations to deal with refugee problems, notably
the so—called Nansen Ofﬁce under the direction of the Norwegian

pioneer in the field of refugee aid, Fridtjof Nansen. In 1946, the
United Nations established the International Refugee Organization
(IRO), to deal principally with the problem of refugees and
displaced persons in Europe following the Second World War. It
was followed four years later by the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).
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UNHCR is mandated to protect and assist refugees, and to find
‘permanent solutions” for them. It functions on a humanitarian,
non—political basis, and can act autonomously in protection mat—
ters. In the area of material assistance, however, it normally acts

only if invited to do so by the host government concerned. It does
not normally provide material assistance directly to refugees, but
provides the funds, when required, for government organizations,
voluntary agencies and liberation movements to implement
emergency relief projects as well as programmes intended to pro—
mote self-sufﬁciency and integration.
The High Commissioner is elected by the General Assembly on
the basis of a proposal by the UN Secretary—General, and receives
guidance from an Executive Committee on which 41 member states
are represented. One of the Committee’s tasks is to approve the
High Commissioner’s assistance programmes and to set ﬁnancial
targets for their implementation. The whole of UNHCR’s assistance
budget is met from voluntary contributions, primarily from UN
member states and regional groupings such as the European Com—
munity. Part of its administrative expenses are borne by the regular
budget of the United Nations,
The main group of refugees who do not fall within the High Com—
missioner’s mandate are the Palestinians. They are assisted by the
UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA).
which was established in 1949. A year later, when UNHCR was
established, the Palestinians were excluded from UNHCR’s man—

date partly because the Arab states wanted the issue to be addressed
separately. UNRWA’s main function was to provide material
assistance to Palestinian refugees within specified geographical
areas including Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and the occupied terri—
tories. Most of UNRWA‘s budget goes to activities in the field
of education, health care and public services. It does not have a
speciﬁc mandate to protect the refugees it assists, and there is no
legal instrument governing the minimum standards of treatment
they receive in their host countries.
A similar agency was set up to help refugees and displaced persons following the Korean war: the United Nations Korean Relief
Agency (UNKRA). It ceased to function after some 30 years of

relief work.
Both UNHCR and UNRWA have expanded considerably in the
last 35 years. In 1951, UNHCR had a budget of $300,000, 33 staff
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members, and no ﬁeld representatives. Currently, the organization has 80 ofﬁces around the world, a staff of about 1,800, and
an annual budget of over $300 million. In 1950, UNRWA assisted

settlement in Pakistan found that most households were engaged
in income-generating activities. Many refugees had established

themselves as traders, while others were engaged fully or on a part-

900,000 Palestinians with a budget of $10.8 million and 5,800 staff.

time basis in the informal sector of the local economy. A group

Now it assists over two million refugees with a budget of nearly

of refugee transporters was at work in the community, helping With

$200 million and 17,000 employees, mostly teachers and health
workers. UNHCR and UNRWA maintain close links with other
agencies in the UN system, such as the UN Children’s Fund

the delivery of food, water and ﬁrewood for both refugees and local

people.

(UNICEF), the World Health Organization (WHO) and the World

Food Programme (WFP). The WFP alone has spent about $450
million on emergency relief to refugees over the past 20 years.
UNHCR also works in association with the International Committee of the Red Cross and approximately 300 non—governmental
organizations (NGOs). Many other voluntary agencies work
independently of UNHCR.
The non-governmental agencies involved in refugee assistance
vary enormously in size and specialization. At one extreme there
are large international voluntary organizations such as Oxfam and
Médecins sans Frontiéres, who work throughout the world in a

wide range of relief and development programmes. At the other
extreme there are small, locally based agencies implementing just
one or two projects. The Somali agency Habaqtir, for example,
has 10 staff members, more than half of whom are refugees. It
works in one refugee camp, and concentrates on assisting women

in work such as poultry farming and soap making.
It would be wrong to suggest that refugees are simply dependent on external assistance. Often the hospitality of the receiving
communities and the resilience of the refugees are underestimated
by relief workers when planning aid projects. The majority of the
world’s refugees do not live in organized camps and receive no
assistance from foreign sources. Likewise, within the camps,
refugees have often proved that they can do things more effectively
than external agencies.
Remarkable examples of successful self—help can be found
throughout the world. In the Mesa Grande camp of Honduras, for

example, 11,000 Salvadorean refugees grow all their own fresh
vegetables despite the fact that two—thirds of the refugees are under
14 years old. In many countries, clothes, shoes, furniture, ham-

mocks, household goods and handicrafts are produced in communal
workshops within the refugee camps. A recent survey of a refugee
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New Pressures on Refugee Protection and Assistance
The international structure of refugee protection and assistance is
now being subjected to unprecedented pressure. When UNHCR
was founded in 1951, the two million refugees lived in the more
prosperous countries. Now the majority of the 13 million live in
states which cannot even guarantee the well-being of their own
citizens.
The ﬁnancial implications of this situation have already become
clear. Intergovernmental and voluntary refugee agencies have been
unable to concentrate their resources on ﬁnding lasting solutions
to refugee problems. Speaking at the end of 1983, the High Commissioner for Refugees pointed out that the proportion of UNHCR
funds devoted to long—term solutions had dropped from 80% in
1970 to a mere 26% in 1981. After recovering from the shock of
several massive new refugee movements in Africa and Asia, the
ﬁgure has now climbed back up to about 40%. But these ﬁgures

show a fundamental trend: new influxes of refugees keep the ratio
of emergency aid on the high side as compared to investment in
durable solutions.
There are now disturbing signs that governments are less willing to contribute. In August 1985, the High Commissioner for
Refugees announced that his Ofﬁce was technically bankrupt and
that existing assistance programmes would have to be cut back.
UNRWA has been hit by a similar crisis. Launching an emergency
fundraising campaign to make up a $63 million shortfall in the 1985
budget, its Commissioner General stated, ‘we may be on the brink
Of ﬁnancial collapse.’
As a result of these trends. many refugees are experiencing
greater physical hardship. This is true even in countries with

generous refugee policies and large assistance programmes, such
23
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as Sudan. A recent survey of Ugandans in the south of the country
discovered that only a quarter of the refugee families were adequately clothed and only a ﬁfth were able to sleep with a straw
mat and blanket. Mortality rates in the refugee camps were reported
to be as high as 285 per thousand in one twelve—month period.
Providing refugees with adequate protection is proving no easier
than ﬁnding the money to assist them materially. There does exist
a substantial body of international and regional law designed
speciﬁcally to safeguard the well-being of refugees. However, in
practice, the human rights of refugees are regularly and
systematically violated around the world.
It is increasingly difﬁcult for many people to take refuge in
neighbouring or nearby states. In the South China Sea, boat
refugees leaving Vietnam are regularly attacked, robbed and raped
by pirates. Kampuchean refugees attempting to enter Thailand are
not allowed into the country, but are held in border camps, situated
in the front line of a war. In Hong Kong, Vietnamese boat refugees
are allowed to land, but are then held in ‘closed camps’ until

accepted for resettlement in one of the industrialized states.
Even in their countries of asylum, refugees are not necessarily
safe. Military attacks on refugee camps are growing in number
and scale. In Mozambique, Botswana and Lesotho, exiles have been
killed in raids by the South African Defence Force. In Honduras,

army patrols are reported to have entered Salvadorean refugee
camps and intimidated the residents. In countries such as Somalia,
Honduras and South Africa, refugees are liable to compulsory con—
scription into the armed forces of the government or irregular
armies supported by them.
Even the fundamental principle of ‘non-refoulement‘ is under
attack. In East Africa, the governments of Uganda, Kenya and
Tanzania have ‘swapped’ refugees in order to bring their political
opponents back to captivity and even execution. Some governments
achieve the same result in a less formal manner. Some Iranian exiles
living in Pakistan have reportedly been kidnapped by revolutionary
guards and taken across the border to their homeland.
Tired of bearing the economic and political costs of refugee
inﬂuxes, a number of governments have already instigated or
threatened mass repatriations. In June 1979, for example, the

Forced to Flee

country. The forced return caused the death of several thousand.
In Mexico, Guatemalan refugees have reportedly been induced to
go home by threats of relocation. According to Amnesty International, many Ethiopian refugees were forcibly sent home from
Djibouti and the authorities in Papua New Guinea have returned
a number of Indonesian refugees to the troubled province of Irian
Jaya.

It has proved almost impossible to guarantee any degree of pro—
tection for Palestinian refugees living in UNRWA’s operational
area. One of the most tragic incidents in the post-war world took
place in 1982, when Israel invaded Lebanon and allowed a Chris—
tian militia group to enter the Sabra and Chatila refugee camps.
At least 500 Palestinians were massacred, many of them women
and children. Many less dramatic abuses take place every day.
According to Amnesty International, refugees have been detained
without trial and subjected to torture and abuse. In Lebanon, some

Palestinians have been captured and extradited to Israel, contrary
to international law. In the occupied territories, various non-judicial
forms of punishment are imposed on refugees. These include deportation, house arrest, and the destruction of homes owned by

opponents of the occupation.
The trauma of displacement can have a lasting psychological
impact on refugees. Many feel inadequate, both mentally and
physically. They develop a distrust of people in authority and a
suspicion of people offering help. Many feel guilty about leaving
their own country, and develop an intense nostalgia for their
homeland.
Such feelings are reinforced by the hazardous conditions of life
in exile and the artiﬁcal nature of life in organized camps. Refugees
of different ethnic, religious and political backgrounds may be
forced to live together in the same settlement. The food, climate

and landscape might all be unfamiliar. Refugees are often deprived
of the ability to make any real choices about their life.
Assistance programmes in the developing countries have always
been preoccupied with practical problems affecting large numbers
of refugees. Only recently have the individual psychological needs
of uprooted people in developing countries begun to attract the
attention of aid workers and researchers.

government of Thailand pushed some 40,000 Kampuchean refugees
(ofﬁcially designated ‘illegal entrants’) over the border to their own
24
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Ultimately, however, they are unable to prevent states from tak—

ing decisions which force people into exile and keep them there.
The international structure of refugee protection and assistance is
under constant threat. The world’s refugee population is growing.
There is not enough money to maintain relief programmes. The
security of refugees cannot be guaranteed. What has gone wrong?
Refugees are not the victims of natural disasters. They are, more
often than not, the product of political conﬂicts within and bet—
ween governments. In defending their sovereignty and promoting
their interests, states do not ﬂinch from pursuing policies which
force people into exile and keep them there. It is no coincidence
that the largest refugee movements have taken place in areas where
local conﬂicts have been drawn into the broader struggle for
inﬂuence at global level: Central America, South East Asia, Cen-

tral Asia and the Horn of Africa.
International refugee law is clearly unable to prevent states from
pursuing their own interests. First, that body of law is very limited
in its scope. It relates to the treatment of refugees once they have
ﬂed from their country of origin and does not deal, understandably,
with the root causes, the situations that create refugees. It is
ambiguous with regard to asylum-seekers. It is silent on the subject of physical security.
Second, many states have declined to sign the UN Convention
and Protocol. These include the countries of Eastern Europe, the
Middle East, and the majority of South East Asian states: all areas
of mass exodus.
Third, even the states which have acceded to these instruments

cannot be forced to observe them. Uganda, Kenya and Tanzania
have all ratiﬁed the UN and OAU Refugee Conventions, but were

not deterred from violating them by exchanging refugees.
Finally, some of the actors involved in refugee situations are not
states, and have no qualms about Violating international norms and
behaviour. The pirates who attack refugees in the South China Sea
and the paramilitary groups which terrorize refugees in Central
America and Lebanon fall into this category.
Humanitarian organizations are also constrained by the realities
of political power. Under certain conditions they can improve the
material well-being of refugees and offer them a degree of protec—
tion which they might not otherwise enjoy. Exceptionally they
might even help to resolve a situation which is creating refugees.
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The limitations of humanitarian organizations can be seen most

clearly in the case of UNHCR. The High Commissioner employs
a permanent staff in order to pursue his humanitarian mandate. In
their day—to-day decisions, however, these staff members are not

always guided by humanitarian considerations alone. They are con—
stantly obliged to strike a balance between humanitarian ideals,
political realities and institutional interests. Moreover, UNHCR

staff have to work within the parameters of the organization’s
policy, which in turn is inﬂuenced and conditioned by states, if
not entirely determined by them. These include, of course, some
of the states responsible for creating, perpetuating and exploiting
some of the world’s largest refugee situations!
The role of UNHCR is therefore complex and at times
ambiguous. It brings states together in an attempt to find lasting
solutions to the refugee problem. At the same time, it is used by
states to pursue their own interests.

Nowhere is this more evident than in the area of funding. In
theory, the international community has accepted the principle of
‘burden sharing‘ in assisting refugees. In practice, some states
«
choose to bear more of the burden than others.
It would be naive to believe that, in addition to their humanitaria

motivations, donor governments do not expect certain advantages
on the basis of their contributions. Indeed, as a senior official of
one major donor government stated in 1983: ‘Refugee policy always
has been and always will be a part of foreign policy. . . . Like the
other arts of foreign policy, refugee policy involves persuading
governments to cooperate with our purposes and objectives.’
As a result of such political considerations, serious imbalances
have emerged in the way that the resources for refugee assistance
are allocated. Honduras. for example, with a refugee population
of 40,000, beneﬁts from a $14-million—a—year UNHCR assistance
pr0gramme. Neighbouring Nicaragua, with a refugee population
Of 20,000, receives just $2 million. A similar imbalance exists in
the material assistance provided to Afghans in Pakistan as compared to those in Iran. Such discrepancies can be found elsewhere.
. Even in emergency situations UNHCR's priorities are condi—
tioned by financial considerations. The High Commissioner has
an emergency fund to support the first stage of a relief operation.
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But it is very small—$10 million in 1985—and only $4 million of
that can be drawn for any single programme. Additional funding
can be mobilized only through special appeals to governments. As
a result, action is either delayed or distorted while UNHCR waits
to see whether governments are willing to respond.
At a time of acute ﬁnancial difﬁculty, UNHCR is grateful for
all the money it can get. Nevertheless, the proportion of funding
provided by major donors should be brought down over a period
of time from the current level. This can be achieved by encouraging the middle—level states to increase their donations substantially.
Such states, of which there are around 20, will not necessarily think

or act in unison. But what they do have in common are important
international interests and a bilateral inﬂuence of their own. Thus
they share an interest in ensuring that UNHCR, and the rest of
the UN system, works effectively.

Assistance allocations are skewed not only by the interests of
donor states, but also by the actions of host governments. In
Somalia, for example, the assistance granted by UNHCR was based
on the assumption that there are 700,000 refugees in the country.
This ﬁgure is not an accurate assessment of refugee numbers, but
a ‘planning ﬁgure’ negotiated between UNHCR and the government. Massive amounts of money have been pumped into certain
countries mainly to persuade their governments to maintain a liberal
asylum policy and to admit refugees. Many poorer host countries
have needed no such ﬁnancial inducement, and have been treated

far less generously.
As for the ‘numbers game”, host governments should be per—
suaded to accept independent censuses of their refugee populations.
UNHCR and other humanitarian organizations should adopt stan-

Forced to Flee
that such groups urgently require assistance. If an existing intergovernmental aid agency such as UNHCR or the United Nations
Disaster Relief Ofﬁce (UNDRO) is to assume responsibility for
such people, then its mandate must be formally widened and sup-

ported by additional contributions from donor states.
Intergovernmental agencies are confronted with other structural
problems. Recruitment of staff, particularly at senior level, is often
inﬂuenced by governments. They do not always have the expertise or competence required for their jobs. Refugee problems are
too often handled by managers at headquarters level, who have
limited ﬁeld experience in the operational aspects of assistance and
protection. Humanitarian organizations often lack precise mandates
and, since their terms of reference sometimes overlap, tend to
operate in an atmosphere of rivalry. As a result of these factors,
institutional interests can take precedence over humanitarian
concerns.
The ability of voluntary agencies to put refugee assistance and
protection on a genuinely humanitarian footing is also restricted.
In comparison with the smallest of states, even the largest NGOs
have very limited resources and inﬂuence. Like UNHCR, they have

to make compromises. To provide protection and assistance to
refugees in any country, a voluntary agency must have some kind
of working relationship with its government. Public criticism of
that government’s refugee policy therefore tends to be expressed
only in very exceptional circumstances. Finally, international NGOs
are subjected to a more subtle form of political pressure through
any ofﬁcial funding which they accept. When an agency takes
money from a government, its independence can be compromised.

dard and, as far as possible, scientiﬁc criteria of material aid to

meet the real needs of refugee populations. Governments which
grant only temporary asylum to refugees must be informed that
emergency relief will be terminated after a ﬁxed period if no efforts
are made to encourage self—sufﬁciency.
Serious questions must also be asked about the expenditure of
UNHCR funds on people who are clearly not refugees as deﬁned
by the Convention and Protocol. Special programmes often
designed on an ad hoc basis to meet speciﬁc needs of large numbers
of displaced people, such as famine victims in Africa, constitute
a heavy burden and create management problems. There is no doubt
28

Preserving Peace, Promoting Development
Humanitarian initiatives are usually required because of political
conﬂicts between and within states. They are not intended, nor are
they able, to resolve such conﬂicts. Because humanitarian assistance

is inevitably politicized, it can even make existing crises more
intractable. William Shawcross, writing about the Kampuchean
relief operation after 1979, concludes with this salutory statement:
Cambodia is a dismal drama, the playing of which began years ago.
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During this act nearly all the players used humanitarianism as a ﬁg
leaf for either the poverty or the ruthlessness of their politics. The
humanitarian instincts of people around the world, and the mandates
of the organizations that are supposed to protect and implement our
collective conscience, were exploited by almost all sides for political
ends.

Refugee problems are political problems, and must be treated
as such. The UN system has an important role to play in this process. The Secretary—General and special representatives appointed
by him could act as diplomatic intermediaries speciﬁcally to resolve
refugee crises. Consultative groups of relevant states and regional
organizations could be convened to forge political solutions to
refugee problems. The High Commissioner for Refugees could play
a more active role to ensure that political issues affecting exiled
communities are taken up in appropriate international fora. Such
a catalytic role for political action would not necessarily detract
from UNHCR’s humanitarian role. On the contrary, this more
dynamic approach may strengthen UNHCR’s ability to meet its
responsibility towards refugees.

3. Unwelcome Guests?

Refugees in
Industrialized States
‘We shall be judged more by what
we do at home than what we preach
abroad’
John F. Kennedy, 1963

Mass movements of refugees and migrants are not conﬁned to the
Third World. Indeed, they form a central part of the social history
of most industrialized nations. European countries have recently
commemorated the 300th anniversary of the ﬂight of Protestant
Huguenots from France, who were obliged by religious persecu—
tion to seek a safe haven in neighbouring countries. Earlier in this
century, the persecution and ﬂight of large numbers of Armenians,
and later, during the Nazi period, the ﬂight of hundreds of
thousands of Jews, are well-known tragedies. These communities
of exiles often turned into a source of enrichment to the commercial and cultural life of the countries which received them.
The ‘New World’ has not merely been enriched by refugees and
migrants—it owes its modern development to them. The United
States has long boasted of its ‘melting pot’ culture, which offers
a new start in life to the victims of oppression and insecurity. In
the USA, Canada and Australia, the processes of nation—building
and economic development have been accelerated and consolidated
by the constant arrival of people from other parts of the world.
Despite this historical experience, many states in the developed

world are now expressing alarm at the number of people arriving

at their borders, seeking refuge from intolerable conditions in their
own country. Their tradition of offering asylum as a positive act
Of State policy and international solidarity is coming under moun—
ting pressure. The steady process of expressing this solidarity
30
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through formal legal instruments has been halted, and is in danger

Year”.

of being reversed. This chapter considers some of the reasons for
this trend.

Similarly, in 1956, the refugee exodus which followed the
upheaval in Hungary fell broadly within the terms of reference

established by the 1951 Convention. Moreover, the Hungarians

European Refugees in the Developed World

suited the ideological and racial preferences of the western powers.
They were all white, most were educated, and many had useful

In the late 19405, Western Europe was the focus of the intema-

professional skills. Furthermore, the vast majority had no
immediate desire to go home. There was an outburst of govern—

tional refugee problem. Millions of people had been displaced by
the Second World War or had ﬂed from countries in the eastern
half of the continent, alarmed by the change of regime. Many were
languishing in refugee camps throughout Western Europe, regarded
by governments as an unwelcome economic burden and a source
of potential social unrest. At the same time, the economies of North
America, Latin America, Australasia and South Africa were cry-

ing out for more manpower, particularly in the emergent militaryindustrial sector.
In establishing a legal and organizational framework to deal with
the refugee problem, the western powers were not only guided by
a humanitarian concern for Europe’s refugees. For ideological
reasons, they had to identify anyone who had moved from Eastern
Europe as a victim of communist rule. For economic and political
purposes, they had to facilitate the removal of many refugees from
the shattered states of Western Europe to the labour-hungry countries of the New World.
These objectives were achieved. Between 1947 and 1951, the
International Refugee Organization (1R0) resettled over a million
displaced people from Europe. The majority of them went to the
USA, Canada and Israel, but many also settled in South America,
Southern Africa and Australia. In 1951, under UN auspices, the
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees was elaborated. It
deﬁned refugees as individuals who had been obliged to leave, or
stay outside of, their own country because of a ‘well-founded fear
of persecution’ and ‘as a result of events occurring before January
1951.’
As far as most of the post-war refugees were concerned, the
implementation of the Convention was straightforward and successful: only the elderly, infirm and handicapped were left behind
in squalid camps in Europe. They were eventually evacuated in
1959—60, as part of a charitable initiative entitled ‘World Refugee
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mental and public sympathy for the Hungarians, most of whom
were resettled in the countries of their choice.

The New Refugees
In the 19605 and 19705, the focus of the international refugee
problem shifted away from Europe. A succession of armed
struggles, civil conﬂicts and wars took place in countries which
had gained their independence from colonial rule. Millions of
people were uprooted by these events, and many crossed into
neighbouring countries which were themselves struggling with the
problems of instability and underdevelopment. Confronted with
this ﬂood of human misery, and seeking to strengthen their ties
with the newly independent states, the developed countries rallied
with growing amounts of material assistance.
In the early 19705 a new phenomenon emerged. Refugees from
the crisis areas of Africa, Asia and Latin America began to move
in increasing numbers to the industrialized countries. The legal
framework of refugee protection came under new pressures. In
1967, a Protocol to the 1951 Convention had been adopted, remov—
ing its original limitation to Europe. Nevertheless, the arrival of
many refugees from geographically and culturally distant areas
constituted an unprecedented challenge to the legal machinery and
conscience of the receiving countries. The refugee problem,
previously regarded as a factor in east-west relations, now had a
north—south dimension added to it.
The major movements of refugees into the industrialized states
started in 1972, with the inﬂux of Ugandan Asians, expelled by
the regime of General Amin. At the same time, a ﬂow of refugees

from military dictatorships in Chile, Argentina and Bolivia was
taking place,
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A massive impulse was given to the new refugee movement in
the latter half of the decade, when conﬂict in Indo—China prompted
an unprecedented exodus from Vietnam, Kampuchea and Laos.
By and large, the states of South East Asia agreed to grant them
only temporary asylum on the understanding that the developed
countries would admit them for resettlement. Well over one million
have since been accepted for permanent settlement in the USA,

34% in Australia, 37% in West Germany, and 36% in Switzerland.

By 1984, the ﬁgures had jumped to 84%, 66% and 88% respec—
tively. Only in Austria and the USA did the proportion remain
below 60%.

New Attitudes Towards Refugees

Canada and Australia. Another 150,000 have been admitted to

Western Europe, mainly to France, West Germany and the UK.
An innovative system called the Orderly Departure Programme was
also initiated to allow people to leave Vietnam in a safe and legal
manner on the basis of lists of people coordinated beforehand
between the country of origin and the receiving country. 70,000
Vietnamese have been moved to 15 countries under this
programme.
In addition to these ‘quota refugees”, individuals and families
from every part of the world have arrived independently in the
developed countries and requested asylum on or after their arrival.
Those with sufﬁcient resources have been able to ﬂy direct into
major western cities where exiled communities tend to congregate.
Others arrive from countries within their region of origin where
they have already been granted refugee status, or submit an asylum
application in one developed country after travelling through several
others. Finally, students, businessmen and other temporary
residents from the developing countries frequently ﬁnd themselves
in Europe or North America at times of political turmoil in their
homeland. Many feel that their life and liberty would be at risk
if they returned. They consequently choose to remain abroad and
to apply for refugee status.
Reliable estimates suggest that in 1983, 72,000 non—European
refugees requested asylum in Western Europe. In 1984, the ﬁgure
increased to 102,000. In the same year, over 21,000 formal asylum
applications were submitted in the USA, while Canada received
just under 7,000.
A recent study commissioned by UNHCR conﬁrms that
movements of asylum-seekers are increasingly transcontinental.
The study examined the arrival of asylum-seekers in the
industrialized countries, comparing the number who came from
within the same region with those who came from outside. In 1980.
the proportion of asylum—seekers from other regions amounted to
34

The recent inﬂux of Third World asylum—seekers has not been
perceived in the same way by all the developed states. Very few

asylum-seekers ﬁnd their way to Australia because of its
geographical isolation—less than 1,000 between 1980 and 1984.

It has therefore not been signiﬁcantly affected. Canada has received
substantially more (around 20,000 in the same period) and has
generally treated them in a liberal and humane manner.
The same cannot be said of most other developed countries. It
is true that the western countries give substantial amounts of money
for refugee assistance in the developing countries. It is also true
that they have resettled (and in the case of France and the USA,

continue to resettle) many Indo-Chinese refugees. But they have
adopted a very reticent attitude towards individual asylum—seekers
from the Third World. Why?
Ofﬁcial attitudes towards refugees and asylum—seekers have
become inextricably linked to the question of immigration control.
During the period of post-war reconstruction the developed countries had to satisfy an urgent demand for labour. In America some
of this demand was met through the resettlement of displaced people
from Europe. Later, many migrant workers arrived, legally and
illegally, from Central America, the Caribbean and Paciﬁc Islands.

Furthermore, in order to meet their need for cheap and willing
labour, the colonial powers looked to their dependencies. For
example, Britain recruited workers from India and the West Indies.
France employed North Africans, while the Netherlands hired

workers from Indonesia and Surinam. States without colonies, such
as Germany and Switzerland, relied upon ‘guest workers’ from

peripheral European states such as Turkey, Italy, Portugal, Spain
and Yugoslavia.

These migratory movements were perceived as both necessary
{111d positive—but only while the international economy was boom—
mg and there was demand for cheap labour. In the mid 1970s, the
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period of rapid post-war growth came to an end. Employers began
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their operations to low-wage countries such as South Korea and
Taiwan.
It was precisely at this time that for political and historical reasons

These statistics have two implications. First, the USA has been
forced into an almost open—ended commitment to resettlement: the
more people it accepts, the more will want to come. Many of the
new arrivals will not be victims of persecution, but relatives of
refugees who under the law have valid claims to be admitted on

in addition to humanitarian concern, the western governments began

the basis of family reunion, or simply migrants in search of new

to admit hundreds of thousands of Indo-Chinese refugees who were
waiting in camps throughout South East Asia. These resettlement
programmes paved the way for the arrival of unprecedented
numbers of non-European refugees into the developed countries.
For Australia and Canada, the resettlement programme has posed
relatively few problems. In Australia, resettlement has taken place
against a background of continuous large scale immigration.
Moreover, recent governments have chosen to move ahead of public
opinion, and consciously change the racial balance of the
population.
In Canada, there appears to be a consensus that refugees have
had a positive impact on the country. Canada is a prosperous and
sparsely populated country with a low birth rate. It has relatively

opportunities.

to shed labour, to invest in capital-intensive machinery and to move

Second, if this open—ended commitment is accepted, there may

well be a backlash amongst America’s other immigrant groups.
One commentator has put it like this:
Today, hundreds of thousands of legal immigrants applying to come
to the USA are standing patiently in line around the world, most waiting
to join their US citizen relatives. They will understandably ask why
brothers and sisters~much less cousins, aunts and uncles—~from Viet—

nam and Laos can enter the US after only a few months, while the
brothers and sisters of the Philippine—American or Mexican—American
citizens must wait from ﬁve to nine years. This is acceptable if they
are refugees If they are migrants, it is another matter.

few ethnic or racial problems, and, using fairly strict selection

criteria, has taken chiefly those who demonstrate a potential for
rapid settlement. Like Australia, it has a positive commitment to
progressive refugee policies and humane asylum procedures.
But in Europe and the USA the situation is different. It is now
evident that in these countries the Indo-Chinese resettlement programme has generated negative perceptions of refugees—
perceptions which have had a signiﬁcant impact on the treatment
of individual asylum—seekers.
The USA has always been a country of immigration. It has an
ethnically diverse population. Despite some recent ﬂuctuations, it
has a dynamic economy. A large proportion of the refugees leaving Indo—China have expressed a desire to be resettled in the USA.
This has generally allowed the American government to select those
with the best qualiﬁcations and most useful professional skills.
In fact, it could be argued that America has proved too attractive for the Indo-Chinese. There is an emerging view in the USA
that the prospect of resettlement is acting as a ‘pull factor’,
encouraging the Vietnamese and others to leave their own country. According to one American source, for every ten Vietnamese

Different problems have arisen in the countries of Western
Europe. With the onset of the recession, immigrant workers and
their offspring were the ﬁrst to be made unemployed and the last
to be recruited for any new jobs. Guest workers were sent home.
Immigrants began to congregate, usually in run-down inner city
areas, where they competed with existing residents for work, hous—
ing and other public services. Racist attitudes intensiﬁed, often
inﬂamed by sections of the media and extremist political groups.
Governments reacted by tightening immigration controls, often
under great popular pressure.
Many of the Indo-Chinese refugees who arrived in this context
were highly disadvantaged. Few wanted to be in any European
country except France, the former colonial ruler. Many were

unskilled and uneducated. Adaptation to new languages, social
mores, food and climate proved extremely difﬁcult. The host community’s initial sympathy for the ‘boat people’ turned to indifference, cynicism, and even hostility. They were resented by some
politicians, who wanted to restrict immigration and cut public spen—
dlng. They were resented by some of the resident population, who
TCgarded foreigners as uninvited guests. As in the USA, they were

resettled in 1984, eight more came out of their country.
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resented by some other immigrants, who had been separated from
friends and relatives by restrictive immigration controls.

Un welcome Guests .7

unfounded’ applications for asylum.

Restrictive Asylum Practices
Refugees and Immigration
Attitudes towards the new inﬂux of asylum—seekers and refugees

might have been more positive if it had been possible to distinguish
them clearly from other immigrant groups. In practice, this has
proved a difficult administrative problem. The complexities of this
issue have spawned a rich variety of jargon. Governments now
classify asylum-seekers as ‘de facto refugees’, ‘political or
economic immigrants’, ‘externally displaced persons’, ‘mandate
refugees’, ‘shuttle refugees’ and ‘refugees in orbit’! Even those
who have been granted asylum might find themselves labelled as
refugees with ‘A’ or ‘B’ status, with ‘tolerance status’, or with

‘exceptional leave to remain’.
.
This confusing list of terms derives partly from the inadequacy
of the 1951 Convention and 1967 Protocol in the political and
humanitarian context of the 19805. There are, of course, some

asylum—seekers who could demonstrate that they have a ‘wellfounded fear of persecution’, but do not want to apply for refugee
status. Some believe that to do so would invite retaliation against
relatives in their homeland. Some fear collusion between the
intelligence services of the host country and those of their own
government. Some want to go home as soon as conditions allow,
and are reluctant to do anything that might jeopardize their return.
Many of the asylum—seekers arriving in the developed world left
their own country because life had become intolerably dangerous
and insecure. But they cannot prove, as the Refugee Convention
and Protocol require, that they have a well—founded fear of persecution there, particularly since one has to prove both objective and
subjective elements of it in order to be eligible for refugee status.
The people in this position come from unstable countries such as
Uganda, Sri Lanka, and El Salvador, which are experiencing both

civil conﬂict and economic recession. It has therefore been easy
for politicians, civil servants and immigration authorities to dismiss
them as economic migrants, seeking a better standard of living.
Unable to work in the developed countries lawfully, they pose as
refugees, it is claimed, and submit what are described as ‘manifestly
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The most obvious symptoms of these negative perceptions are to
be seen in the asylum policies of the developed countries. In the
19605 and 1970s, western governments made signiﬁcant progress
in their understanding of refugee issues. This progress was codified
in a wide range of national and regional laws, resolutions and

administrative procedures. All were designed to ensure that asylumseekers were treated in a humane and consistent manner and enabled

to enjoy as favourable a status in their country of asylum as possible.
Those laws, resolutions and procedures are now being
challenged. The notion of asylum as a positive act of prosperous
states committed to humanitarian ideals has been seriously eroded,
if not abandoned. Increasingly, refugees are seen not as people in
need but as people who threaten the present order of things.
Recognising this disturbing trend, in August 1984 the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees noted that many developed states had
adopted ‘a clearly perceptible policy of discouraging the arrival
of further asylum-seekers.’ This policy has been manifested in a
number of ways.
Some governments are preventing asylum-seekers from setting
foot in their country. For example, the USA has intercepted boat
loads of Haitians and sent them back home. In 1985, the British

Government imposed visa restrictions on all Sri Lankans in order
to prevent the arrival of Tamil asylum-seekers. In order to enforce
such measures, European governments are imposing ﬁnes and other
penalties on airlines bringing unsuccessful asylum applicants from
the Third World. Increasingly. asylum policy is determined in the
secret sessions of international airline conferences.
Some asylum applicants are rejected without a full hearing of
their case. A number of European governments allow border guards
and local police to reject asylum-seekers. In the USA, the immigra—
tion authorities have been pressing many new arrivals to accept
‘voluntary departure’, thereby waiving their right to an asylum
hearing. In 1981, more than 10,000 out of 13,000 Salvadoreans

Stopped at the Mexican border were rejected in this way.
Once inside a country, asylum-seekers can find their liberties
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severely curtailed. Many asylum applicants are held in detention
or sent to ‘assembly camps’, where conditions are austere and
generally humiliating. Those who are allowed to live independently
are spread throughout the country, often leading to the separation
of friends and families. After being allocated to a district, they must
receive special permission to leave it.
Social and economic rights are also being curtailed. Few asylum—
seekers in Europe have the right to work, although applications
often take two years to process. Some countries provide social
security in kind rather than cash, and withhold it from anyone who
refuses to do unpaid menial work.
The procedures used to assess claims for refugee status are
deteriorating. Decisions are sometimes made by untrained and inex—
perienced civil servants, who are under pressure to limit the number

of successful applications. Access to legal advice is being denied.
There is clear evidence that decisions are being made on political
and racial grounds. In Germany, Turks and Pakistanis ﬁnd it almost
impossible to get refugee status. In 1982, only 26 out of 12,000
Salvadorean asylum applicants were given asylum in the USA.
Finally, more and more asylum-seekers are being sent back to
their own country after the rejection of their applications. The
United States’ regular deportation of Salvadoreans (up to 400 a
month in 1985) is the most worrying example of this trend. Groups
of Tamils in Holland, Zaireans in Switzerland and Turks in West

Germany have all been reportedly sent home against their will.
In 1983, a Turkish asylum-seeker jumped to his death from a court
building on hearing that he was going to be extradited. Groups of
deportees are reported to have protested and demonstrated at air—
ports before being forced to leave. The fate of many of them upon
their return home is not known.
Such policies have not gone uncontested, even within the national
context. In the USA, the church-based ‘sanctuary movement’ has

emerged, openly challenging the law by granting safe haven to
Central Americans crossing the border from Mexico. In Western
Europe, community groups, trade unions and human rights
organizations have launched a series of campaigns against the
deportation of “illegal immigrants’ and asylum applicants.

Pragmatism and Humanitarianism
While one can understand the reasons behind the restrictive
measures introduced in many of the industrialized states, it is not

easy to justify them. They can be criticized on several grounds.
They often do not work, they are based on false assumptions, and
they violate humanitarian norms.
The policy of deterring asylum-seekers has not proved effective.
An analysis of the available ﬁgures suggests that the arrival of
asylum-seekers may decline sharply when a country ﬁrst introduces
such restrictive practices. But after a while the number starts grow—
ing again despite rigorous measures. Moreover, the decline of
arrivals in one country is offset by an increase in others. Deterrent measures have simply diverted asylum—seekers and have not
reduced the total number of people seeking asylum or claiming
refugee status in the developed countries.
In the long term, these restrictive asylum practices may create
more expenditure and social dislocation than they are designed to
prevent. More than 50% of all asylum—seekers eventually stay in
the country where they have submitted their application. People
who have been locked up, humiliated and deprived of employment
for two years or more are unlikely to become self-sufﬁcient
members of their new society.
On humanitarian grounds, the case against deterrence is equally
strong. The overwhelming burden of the global refugee problem
falls not on the shoulders of the rich and powerful countries, but

on some of the poorest and most deprived nations of the world.
The combined total of refugees in the countries of Western Europe,
for example, amounts to a mere 5% of the world’s total. The

102,000 asylum-seekers who entered Europe in 1984 constituted
just 0.003% of the resident population.
The governments and media of the developed world tend to overemphasize the scale of the problem. The sharp increase in asylum
applications after 1979 coincided with the economic crisis in
Europe. A high proportion of the new claims for refugee status
were submitted by immigrants whose contracts and work permits
had been withdrawn. At the same time, Violent upheavals in many
parts of the world prompted many foreign students in the developed
countries to submit asylum applications after the completion of their
studies. It has been estimated, for example, that at least 20,000
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Iranian students were living in Britain at the time of the revolution. Many have since applied for refugee status, claiming that
because they have lived in the west they are likely to be persecuted
on their return.
The idea that many asylum-seekers are economic migrants in
disguise has been exaggerated. In Europe, the largest numbers of
new applicants have come from countries such as Iran, Iraq, Srj

4. International
Legislation and
Organizations

Lanka, Ghana and Uganda. These are not the poorest countries
in the world, but they are the scene of some of the most violent

internal upheavals. Similarly, the people who left El Salvador and
Haiti may well have wanted to have a more prosperous lifestyle
but they may also have wanted to escape from some of the worst
human rights violations in the world. A recent UNHCR study has
estimated that the number of ‘manifestly unfounded’ asylum
applications in the west amounts to no more than 10 to 15% 0f
the total. There is a very real danger that in attempting to weed
out this small number of unfounded claims, the security and liberty
of many genuine refugees is being jeopardized.
It would be foolish to suggest that the industrialized states should
adopt an ‘open door’ policy, granting asylum to anyone and
everyone who claims to be a refugee. The important humanitarian
concept of refugee status would be rendered totally meaningless
by such a policy.
On the other hand, there is little doubt that by resorting to restrictive asylum practices and various forms of ‘humane deterrence”.

tion, disease and death among the uprooted masses who could not
get international aid in time; of the forced repatriation of asylumseekers, and of practices designed to deter refugees from seeking
asylum.
As in many spheres of life, it is the failures which hit the
headlines. We rarely hear of the successes. For all its weaknesses,
the international structure of refugee protection and assistance does

some governments have violated that humanitarian spirit, if not

save lives. and contributes to the maintenance of human dignity.

the legal letter, of international refugee and human rights
instruments.
The next two chapters suggest some ways in which the intemational community, and the industrialized states themselves, can
begin to formulate policies and practices to resolve this dilemma.

It is essential, therefore, to believe in the efﬁcacy and worth of
international action and to support the work of those organizations
charged with its implementation. But it is equally important to

‘Moraliry cannot be legislated, but
behaviour can be regulated. '
Martin Luther King. 1963

Hardly a week passes by without news of some failure in the international community’s efforts to help and protect refugees. There
is news, with unrelenting regularity, of massacres in refugee camps;
of failure to rescue those in distress on the high seas; of starva—

recognize the shortcomings of current structures and to suggest

ways in which they might be strengthened and constantly adjusted
to meet the needs of the uprooted.

The legal and institutional framework of refugee protection was
established. at the beginning. to deal with speciﬁc situations. After
the First World War. international action was limited to specific
minority groups such as Assyrians and Armenians. After the Second
World War. the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Agency
(UNRRA), followed by the International Refugee Organization
(1R0) were set up to solve the problems of those displaced and
uprooted by the war. There was no comprehensive framework to
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help and protect all displaced people. The 1951 UN Convention
Relating to the Status of Refugees represented the ﬁrst attempt by
the world community to establish a deﬁnition which was not limited
to speciﬁc groups. New legal instruments, rules and regulations
have since evolved at regional level. In a pragmatic way,
adjustments have been made in the law and practice governing the
work of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). But,
as this chapter illustrates, there remain some serious gaps in the
overall framework.

governments are prepared to give at least temporary refuge to large
numbers of distressed people, provided that the burden of caring

for them and of seeking permanent solutions to their plight is shared
by the international community. It was this principle of ‘burden—
sharing’ that persuaded several South East Asian states which had

initially been reluctant to admit Indo-Chinese boat refugees to
change their policy.
But as we have seen in earlier chapters, governments are steadily

adopting more restrictive attitudes towards those seeking asylum.
Some have simply declined to ratify the UN Convention and Pro—
tocol. Some signatories have even threatened to renounce these
instruments. Some states have implemented measures of so—called
‘humane deterrence’, designed to discourage new asylum seekers

The Right of Asylum
The most urgent need of people who are ﬂeeing for their lives is
a safe refuge. This can often only be found outside their country
of origin. But while international law recognizes the right of a person to seek asylum, it does not oblige states to provide refuge. The
granting of asylum is regarded in international law as falling within
state sovereignty, and therefore remains a matter for governmen-

from entering the country. As a last resort, a few governments have

simply turned them back at the border. Consequently, some have
become what are known as ‘refugees in orbit‘, constantly shutt—
ling from country to country, with no government prepared to deal
with their application for asylum.
This situation has prompted many observers to ask whether the
UN Convention’s definition of a refugee as someone ‘with a well—
founded fear of persecution’ is adequate to meet contemporary
needs, particularly since, for establishing such fear, an applicant
has to provide both ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ reasons: it is not
enough simply to belong to a community or a country where such
fear may exist; the applicant has also to provide proof of persecu—
tion or a well—founded fear of it.
War victims, and those ﬂeeing generalized violence or starva—
tion may well fall outside this narrow deﬁnition. Political persecution and economic oppression frequently overlap. People ﬂee from
economic conditions which derive from a failure of the political

tal discretion. Even people who may clearly fall within the UN

Convention’s deﬁnition of ‘refugee’ do not necessarily have the
right of asylum in a particular country.
Neither can such a right be found in other international human
rights instruments. Article 14 of the 1948 Universal Declaration
of Human Rights mentions the right ‘to seek and enjoy’ asylum
but not ‘to seek and be granted’ asylum.
The refugee convention elaborated by the Organization of African
Unity (OAU) in 1969 comes closest to recognizing such a right,
stating that ‘member states of the OAU shall use their best
endeavours consistent with their respective legislations to receive
refugees.”
In practice, many states do provide refuge for those whose life

process to guarantee an equitable distribution of food, land, jobs

or education. More often than not, the people who lose out in the
Struggle for resources and those who are discriminated against on
grounds of their race, religion, nationality or political opinion are
the ﬁrst to suffer in times of violent political change or civil conﬂict.
In this confusing situation, the recognition of uprooted people
as refugees can easily become a reﬂection of political and racial
COnsiderations. Many commentators feel that the Indo-Chinese
refugees resettled in the industrialized states since the mid-19705
are assumed to be refugees because they have left countries ruled

is in danger, whether or not they are formally recognized as

refugees. In recent years, many of the industrialized states have
introduced new forms of ‘safe haven’. In the United Kingdom. for

example, many asylum seekers whose applications for refugee
status have been rejected are nevertheless given ‘exceptional leave
to remain‘ in the country. The United States’ ‘extended voluntary
departure’ category serves a similar purpose.
In the developing world, recent state practice demonstrates that
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by governments allied to the Soviet Union. Similarly, it is felt that

a watering down of established classic concepts such as ‘refugee'

Salvadoreans are assumed not to be refugees in the USA because

and ‘asylum’, believing that genuine political refugees might suffer
as a result.

the governments of the two countries are closely allied. In Western
Europe, Sri Lankan Tamils are assumed not to be refugees but,

as one British politician described them, ‘young men on the make’.
Some feel that the Tamil asylum—seekers would not have been

described in this way were it not for the fact that the labour market
is saturated and that they came from a sub-continent which has been
a major area of emigration to the United Kingdom.
Does the UN Convention’s deﬁnition of a refugee still serve a
useful purpose? Should it adopt a broader deﬁnition, such as the
one contained in the OAU’s convention, which recognizes that
refugees are created not only by persecution, but also by ‘external
aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events seriously
disturbing public order?’ Even this broader deﬁnition would not
cope with complex refugee situations with multiple causes,
including ecological or economic disasters.
There is no quick or easy way out of this dilemma. The current
legal framework, elaborated in a speciﬁc socio-political climate
to deal mainly with the refugee situation in post—war Europe, is
clearly inadequate to meet contemporary needs. At the same time,
it would be undesirable if attempts at adjusting the established
deﬁnition were to result in the erosion of what has been so painstakingly built at international level and strengthened through
national legislation and practice. Given the present political climate
and the reluctance of states to deal with complex issues which have
long—term implications, it is not surprising that attempts to replace
or update the existing legislation have generally met with reticence.
This should not, however, provide an excuse for inaction or for

thwarting a process of natural evolution. Concepts and institutions
which do not evolve with the times tend gradually to wither away.
There are two potential ways forward. On humanitarian grounds,
there is a strong case to be made for a broader approach, inspired
by regional initiatives such as the OAU’s deﬁnition of a refugee.
When a person’s life, liberty or safety is threatened, it is immaterial
whether that threat is the result of persecution or some other form
of danger such as armed conﬂict. Such an initiative would,
however, meet with considerable opposition: ﬁrst, from many states
which have no desire to widen their obligations towards displaced
people; second, from some human rights organizations, which fear
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Alternatively. the classical deﬁnition of a refugee could be
reasserted to ensure that only the genuine victims of persecution
receive the benefits of the Convention. To be implemented successfully, this solution would require individual screening of all
new arrivals in a host country, even at times of mass exodus. In

the developing countries this would prove to be an enormously complex and expensive task in addition to being a heavy burden on
local administrative infrastructure.
Determination of refugee status on an individual basis has
sometimes tended to antagonize the country of origin since it
proves, indirectly, that conditions of persecution exist there. This
explains partly the reason for inclusion in the OAU Convention
of a special provision that ‘the grant of asylum to refugees is a
peaceful and humanitarian act and shall not be regarded as an
unfriendly act by any Member State’.
Moreover, if this approach were to be implemented humanely,
it might be necessary to devise a new category of ‘externally
displaced person’ to give speciﬁc rights to the victims of war,
disorder and ecological disaster.
It would seem, therefore, that although the present position con—
cerning the deﬁnition of the term ‘refugee’ is analytically untidy,
in practice ﬂexibility and pragmatism have been exercized to
alleviate the suffering of the uprooted. These beneﬁts might be lost
in any attempt to deﬁne more accurately those who are entitled
to refuge or permanent asylum. However, if the current deﬁnition
of refugee is maintained, the receiving countries must accept the
responsibility of developing more constructive refugee policies,
both at home and abroad.
Within the industrialized states additional resources should be
made available to government departments dealing with asylum
applications. The extremely long time taken to reach a decision
in many countries is unnecessary and often undesirable both for
the applicant and the country concerned. On the other hand, when
individuals are given refugee status en masse, solely on the grounds
that they come from a particular country, the notion of asylum is
not only weakened but also, almost inevitably, politicized.

Governments should take rigorous steps to ensure that decisions
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on refugee status remain within their humanitarian context. A
number of countries have already given UNHCR a role in their
asylum procedure. This can help strengthen the objectivity of the
decision-making process. UNHCR itself could greatly increase its
credibility as an impartial arbiter in asylum applications by clearly
pointing out to the authorities whenever and wherever the relevant humanitarian principles are not respected. Voluntary agen—
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disasters. Thus in January 1985, the UN High Commissioner for

Refugees stated:
It would be pointless to engage in a debate over the status of the per-

sons concerned. The essential consideration is that UNHCR, being the
only UN agency present in Eastern Sudan, had to do what it could to
succour those suffering human beings once they had crossed the border.

cies could support UNHCR’s role by systematically collecting,

evaluating and disseminating information and documentation.
The developed countries must also reconsider their own resettlement programmes, and target them much more precisely to refugees
with needs that cannot be met within their own region. A number
of groups fall into this category: refugees who wish to be reunited
with members of their family; refugees whose safety cannot be
guaranteed in the country to which they have ﬂed; refugees in need
of specialized medical treatment; and political prisoners who will
only be released if they go into exile.
Finally, the more prosperous states have a decisive role to play
in supporting those developing countries which admit large numbers
of distressed people. many of whom would probably not formally
qualify for refugee status. The principle of international solidarity
should be expressed, not only through ﬁnancial and material assistance, but also through economic and foreign policies which are
designed to prevent and resolve the situations which provoke large
refugee movements.

The Problem of Mandates

In many ways this ﬂexibility compensates for the restrictiveness
of the refugee convention. Many states are not prepared to sanction a widening of the criteria for refugee status. At the same time,
they recognize the humanitarian needs of all displaced people and
are happy to see UNHCR play a role in safeguarding their welfare.
Nevertheless, a critical examination of UNHCR’s mandate is

required. First. as other chapters of this book suggest, there is an
urgent need for the United Nations to promote the protection of
internally displaced people. Second, it should ensure that adequate
assistance is available for the reintegration of those who choose
to go back to their own country. UNHCR can play an important
role in both these tasks.
The problems experienced by stateless refugees must be more
fully addressed. It was originally intended that the UN’s refugee
convention should also cover stateless people, but the conference
responsible for its drafting did not have time to consider this matter. In 1954 3 Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons was adopted, specifying minimum standards of treatment
similar to those of the refugee convention. In 1961, a second convention relating to the problem of statelessness was formulated.
It took more than a decade for it to enter into force. In 1975, the

When it was established in 1951, UNHCR’s competence was

restricted to those people defined as refugees under the UN refugee
convention. Over the last 25 years, that mandate has been expanded
considerably in scale and scope by a series of General Assembly
resolutions. Since the early 19705, UNHCR has been requested
on numerous occasions to assist refugees once they have returned
to their home country. From time to time, it has been called on
to help people who have been uprooted and displaced within their
own country.
Recent events in Africa have led UNHCR to assist people who
have been uprooted by a combination of natural and man-made
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UN General Assembly designated UNHCR as the Office respon—
sible for its implementation. However, not much has been achieved
since. Only 13 states are parties to the Convention. No reliable
ﬁgures exist as to the number of stateless persons in the world.

The Palestinian Refugee Issue
Palestinian refugees receive material assistance, particularly in the
ﬁelds of education and health, from the UN Relief and Works

Agency (UNRWA). However, the legal protection needs of the
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Palestinian refugees are becoming an increasingly serious problem
around the world. In the Occupied Territories, it is complicated
by the Israeli denial of the application of the Fourth Geneva Convention of 1949 which governs the protection of civilians during
military occupation. The refugee and civilian populations are thus
deprived of the protection afforded by it, as well as the supervj.
sion of its application by the International Committee of the Red
Cross. Similar debates on the application of the Convention took
place during the war in Lebanon and the Israeli occupation of the
southern part of the country.
At the local level the representatives of UNRWA do what they
can to protect the fundamental human rights of those within the

they face in obtaining travel documents. This problem is particularly
acute for the younger generation of Palestinians born in exile.

care of the organization. Unlike UNHCR, UNRWA is an opera-

paragraphs, is an altogether different dimension for which no inter—

tional agency and its staff, many of whom live and work in the
refugee camps, are usually well informed of infringements of the
rights of those refugees within the agency’s care. But the authority
of UNRWA’S representatives is severely weakened by the agency’s
lack of a formal mandate to protect the refugees.
Palestinian refugees were omitted from UNHCR’s mandate in
1950 because it was feared that the political nature of the Palestine
question would interfere with the purely humanitarian role
envisaged for the new Ofﬁce. Furthermore, arrangements for the
repatriation or compensation of the Palestinian refugees were under
discussion at that time. Arab states were concerned that UNHCR,
its task being to seek permanent solutions, might attempt to resettle
the Palestinians in another region or settle them locally instead of
giving priority to repatriation. Whilst history has shown that these
proposals bore no fruit the ﬁrst point remains valid today. There
are fears that it might seriously affect UNHCR’s position if it were
to be responsible for the legal protection of the Palestinians. Yet
UN HCR by its universal humanitarian mandate retains more inter—
national authority than UNRWA and might therefore be in a position to protect the Palestinians more effectively.
The events of recent years have illustrated a desperate need for
the physical protection of Civilian refugees, a role for which neither
UNHCR nor UNRWA is adequately equipped. But the protection
needs of the Palestinian refugees are not limited to physical prOtection. They include the protection of their fundamental human
rights, and some very complicated problems stemming from the
statelessness that many of them suffer and the consequent obstacles

national structure exists.
As for those Palestinians outside the geographical area, the
existing arrangements between UNRWA and UNHCR provide for
the latter to exercise the role of international protection. In prac—
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A pragmatic way out of this dilemma would be for UNRWA,
which deals with day-to—day assistance programmes, to assume

responsibility for protection of the rights and security of those
within its care in the geographical area covered by its mandate.

This would, of course, require institutional adjustments and the
provision of additional ﬁnancial means. As it is, the Agency already
suffers from endemic ﬁnancial crises and complex political con—
straints. Furthermore, in recent years, the question of the physical
protection of refugees living in camps has also become acute.
Obviously physical protection, as we will see in the following

tice, however, this arrangement has not always yielded satisfac-

tory results. As the protection problems of Palestinian refugees,
scattered as individuals or in groups all around the world, become
more serious, there is clearly a need to strengthen the international
humanitarian response.

Physical Security
In normal circumstances it is the national government that provides
physical protection for its citizens through its policing and ultimately
its military defences, and its legal redress for the violations of
individuals’ rights.
Once a refugee crosses an international border the primary obliga—
tion to provide physical and other protection passes to the country
granting asylum. But some countries may be unable to provide
effective physical protection for every asylum-seeker, particularly
in the circumstances of a large scale influx of persons who have
SOught refuge in remote border areas or other inaccessible parts

of the country. This may lead to serious problems when the army
or some other military faction from the country of origin attacks
the refugees across the border. In such circumstances the international community has at least a moral duty to assist in the physical
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protection of these people. However, the Statute of UNHCR drawn

up to handle the refugee problem in the developed European countries after the Second World War does not address the issue of

physical protection. It was assumed at the time that this would be
provided by the country of asylum.
The phenomena of armed attacks on refugees, of their physical
abuse, abduction and rape, of forced conscription and other forms
of exploitation, dramatically indicate the need for more effective

protection of the physical integrity of refugees and displaced persons. The issue of physical protection is of acute concern to those
organizations involved in refugee care. But it is clear that neither
UNHCR nor indeed any other humanitarian agency is adequately
equipped to protect the physical integrity of people. Sometimes
the very presence of international personnel has been sufﬁcient to
act as a deterrent to such attacks. But there is enough evidence
to suggest that this has not always proved sufficient.
In recent years UNHCR has been involved in increasingly
innovative programmes such as that of assisting Thailand to combat pirate attacks on asylum—seekers, and the joint International
Maritime Organization/UNHCR initiative to ensure the rescue of
asylum-seekers in distress at sea. But there is also scope for action
in other areas.
Following a special study relating to ‘Military Attacks on Refugee
Camps and Settlements’, the UNHCR Executive Committee has

given considerable attention to this subject. Yet the failure of the
Executive Committee to reach agreement on a draft declaration
of principles illustrates the extreme sensitivity of governments to
such issues touching, as they do, on security matters. The main
point of contention is whether attacks should be condemned in all
circumstances or whether there should be a balance between. on
the one hand, the duty of the host country to ensure that refugees
are not involved in activities directed against their country of origin
and, on the other, the liability of the attacking force.
Given recent events in places such as Honduras, Lebanon.
Angola and Botswana, there is a particularly urgent need for a
United Nations declaration with regard to military attacks on
refugees. At a more practical level, refugees in border areas may
have to be moved to more secure sites. Such relocations are usually
unpopular, and must only be implemented in exceptional circum-
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law.
The lack of physical presence of UNHCR staff in refugee camps,

due in part to the fact that UNHCR rarely implements its own
assistance programmes, contributes to a weakening of its protection capability. It also reﬂects the traditional view that protection
relates more to dealings with central government concerning such
matters as determination of refugee status and the issuing of iden—
tity documents than it does to the protection of refugees from
physical attack and other abuses of their fundamental human rights.
It is thus often voluntary agencies which report on violations of
refugees’ rights and on occasion play a deterrent role.
In some circumstances UNHCR is even refused access to the
areas in which refugees are living, particularly when they have
sought refuge in a disputed border area or in areas of conﬂict. The
right of UNHCR to have access to all refugees in order that the
Ofﬁce can carry out its statutory duty of international protection
needs constantly to be re—emphasised.
UNHCR itself has stressed its need to be given an effective role
in the supervision of the well—being and physical protection of
refugees and has underlined the importance of its presence in
refugee camps. In his Note on Protection prepared for the 1984
Executive Committee session, the High Commissioner stated:
Experience has indeed shown that a UNHCR presence has a positive
effect in reducing the incidence of abuse against refugees. Such a
presence should moreover be facilitated by states in view of their responsibility to cooperate with the High Commissioner in the exercise of
his international protection function.

Thinking along similar lines, the Special Rapporteur to the UN
Human Rights Commission, in his Study on Human Rights and
Massive Exoduses in 1981, proposed a corps of observers whose
role would be entirely non-political and purely humanitarian. The
presence of such observers might have a calming effect in areas
where they would be stationed. The use of such humanitarian
observers would have the great advantage of being an informal
method requiring the approval only of the governments directly
concerned. The deployment of UN observers or peace—keeping
forces, on the other hand, requiring as it does a vote of the Security

Council, intemationalizes the issue and may be blocked by the veto.

stances. Nevertheless, they are fully consistent with international
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The presence of such observers or of UN civilian personnel may
help to create some form of demilitarized zone in an area of con—
flict. Such a ‘safe haven’ may have particular value at least whilst
negotiations for more effective protection are being undertaken.
Finally. there is a strong case to be made for recognizing in international law the speciﬁc security needs of women refugees. It has
become increasingly evident that refugee women are subjected to
particular hardship. There are innumerable cases reported of pirates
raiding boats of asylum-seekers in South East Asia, raping and
abducting refugee women. Further evidence suggests that in many
parts of the world, women are frequently intimidated by soldiers
and border ofﬁcials.
UNHCR has in recent years developed special projects designed
to improve the protection and counselling services available to
refugee women. These are steps in the right direction, but more
concerted action is needed. A new set of international rules deal
ing with the speciﬁc protection needs of refugee women would
represent an important ﬁrst step.

Enforcing Standards
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which have signed the relevant instruments to observe them. When
host countries adopt policies of so—called ‘humane deterrence’, for

example, refugees and asylum-seekers are subjected to deliberately
degrading conditions. These include long periods in detention,
restrictions on movement, the separation of family members and

compulsory manual labour.
In 1981, UNHCR’s Executive Committee adopted a set of
minimum humanitarian standards for the treatment of asylumseekers in cases of large-scale inﬂux. These included the recommendation that host governments should always give UNHCR
access to refugees and allow it to monitor the treatment of people
in refugee reception or transit camps. UNHCR has a crucial part
to play in safeguarding the well-being of refugees. The role of
UNHCR in international protection for refugees has its roots in
the doctrine of diplomatic protection, by which a state may insist
on respect for the fundamental rights of its citizens by other states.
But a state may resort to a number of devices in order to protect
its citizens abroad. These include diplomatic pressure, international
judicial proceedings, the threat of reciprocal action against nationals
of the offending states, sanctions, and even military force. UNHCR,
on the other hand, does not have the beneﬁt of such devices. Its

only weapon is diplomatic pressure in the form of moral persua~
In the last forty years, considerable progress has been made in the
development of international instruments governing the status and
treatment of refugees. Attention now needs to be focussed on

strengthening the enforcement of those instruments at international.
regional and national levels.
Although 97 states are now parties to the UN Refugee Conven—
tion of 1951, and 96 to its 1967 Protocol, adhesion is patchy in

certain critical regions of the world. Many countries in the Middle
East, Eastern Europe and the Far East have not acceded to the Con—
vention. Important Asian states such as Japan, the Philippines and
the People's Republic of China have only recently acceded to the
Convention. It is to be hoped that this process will continue. Again,

the importance of concepts such as burden—sharing, international
solidarity and preventive action cannot be over—emphasised: states
are much more likely to accede if they are certain of materlal
assistance and political support from the international community.
But accession to the Convention is not in itself enough. One Of

the most disturbing trends of recent years is the failure of states
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sion, protest, and, ultimately, public condemnation.

Even this weapon is in danger of being blunted. The worldwide
recession and African famine have concentrated attention on the
economic dimension of the refugee problem. At the same time,
the practice of certain states indicates that they are not always wil—
ling to allow humanitarian considerations to obstruct their own
national objectives. The international humanitarian agencies have
to bear the consequences. This can be a matter of grave concern
not only for these agencies but also for refugees. UNHCR is the
only intergovernmental organization speciﬁcally mandated to
protect refugees. Moreover, it can pursue protection issues
autonomously. Protection must remain the cornerstone of the High
Commissioner’s work. Without it, his Ofﬁce may become just
another large relief agency.
There are several practical ways in which states can be assisted
to improve the protection of refugees. UNHCR could ensure that
all refugees are issued with documents providing proof of their
status. Government ofﬁcials and security personnel, especially those
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who have direct contact with refugees, can be given a proper training in the principles of refugee law and the norms of international
protection.
UNHCR Protection Ofﬁcers also need adequate training, so that

they can accurately record and report any abuses which take place,
Such reports are essential if UNHCR is to make effective represen—
tations to the governments concerned. If these representations are

ignored, or if it is denied access to any refugees, UNHCR should
encourage independent humanitarian organizations to raise protec—
tion issues more publicly. Likewise, where abuses are committed
by non—governmental actors, such as pirates or militia groups,
governments must be provided with the resources required to protect refugees.
These speciﬁc measures represent an important, but only partial, response to the problem of enforcing the standards of refugee
protection. The behaviour of politicians, government officials, and
security personnel is conditioned by broader social values. In
societies where xenophobia or racism is rife, refugees are unlikely
to be treated fairly and compassionately. Legal and institutional
initiatives must therefore be supported by positive efforts to improve
public understanding of the refugee’s situation. At the same time,
there is a need to recognize that refugees require not only security,
but also the opportunity to make choices about their future. The
next chapter examines some of those choices.

5. Going Home, Moving
On, Staying Put:
Durable Solutions
'Nothing will ever be attempted, If
all possible objections must be ﬁrst
overcome’
Samuel Johnson, 1759.

In the specialized vocabulary used by the Office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), there are said
to be three different ‘durable solutions’ for refugees. They can
choose to go back to their own country (‘voluntary repatriation’);
they can be taken from the country to which they have initially
ﬂed, to another country which has agreed to admit them (‘resettlement’); or they can be accepted permanently in the country which
ﬁrst gave them asylum (‘local settlement’).
The phrase ‘durable solution’ is a misleading one. Refugees are
not a ‘problem’ that can be ‘solved’. They are people, usually with
a high degree of motivation to make something of their lives.
Although victims in one situation, they may be among society’s
winners if given another chance.
It may be more helpful to think of the durable solutions as options
for action. ‘Option‘ introduces the element of choice, and helps

us to see things in terms of people with potential rather than of
problems needing solutions. A change of terminology may also
help us identify some new options which are not normally included
in the conventional list of the three permanent solutions.

Going Home
Most of the large scale repatriations that have taken place in the
Past have occurred in response to clear cut changes in the refugees’
country of origin; a change of government, the end of a war, or

56

57

Refugees
the withdrawal of a colonial power. In such situations, the role
of UNHCR and other humanitarian agencies has proved most
valuable. When refugees go back home after years in exile, they
need all the assistance and support that such organizations can
provide.
UNHCR’s role has recently changed in a fundamental way. It
has been actively promoting repatriation to countries such as

Going Home, Moving On, Staying Put
in exile will be better equipped to go home and become productive

members of their own society.
The reintegration of returnees must start, therefore, with projects
designed to create a favourable economic and social environment
in the areas to which they wish to return. They are unlikely to want
to go home if they are to face intolerable levels of hardship there.

Ethiopia, Uganda and Honduras, where the causes of exodus have

Without adequate arrangements for their reception and reintegration, some returnees may even leave their homeland for a second

not been eliminated. This new emphasis on repatriation is

time, and resume a life in exile.

understandable. In the current economic climate, developing coun-

Refugees who go home as part of a planned repatriation pro—
gramme are normally helped with transportation and receive a
minimum amount of material assistance to begin their life anew
at home. As most of them are of rural origin, it consists of some
basic supplies such as food, seeds and agricultural tools. While
these are important, they are not of much use if there is no sustained
effort to complete the process of reintegration.
Although voluntary repatriation has repeatedly been identiﬁed
as the most desirable solution to refugee situations a relatively small
proportion of international funds have been allocated to facilitate
it. This is due in part to the scope of UNHCR’S mandate. Under
the present arrangements there are limitations on the timing, duration and nature of assistance that UNHCR can provide. It cannot,
for example, assist returnees for more than a year, although
refugees assisted in local settlement projects sometimes get help
for a decade or more!
Refugees of urban origin are no better off. UNHCR will help
to pay their air—fare and a little excess baggage. But potential
returnees need to renew their documentation, pay freight and
customs duty on their possessions. and establish themselves in their
homeland while looking for work. Most have no way of finding
the necessary money.
The long—term needs of returnees. and of the local population
which they join, deserve much greater attention than they now
receive from agencies involved in refugee assistance. Fortunately.
there are already some signs that this is happening. A special report
Prepared for UNHCR in 1983 observed:

tries ﬁnd it difficult to make an open-ended commitment to provide
a home for refugees. Nor can the industrialized states be expected
to resettle large exiled communities from parts of the world with
very different cultural and social systems. Voluntary repatriation
offers a very attractive way out of this dilemma.
But experience has shown that voluntary repatriation does not
usually have to be ‘promoted’. Refugees have always gone back
to their homes when conditions allow, even in the most unpropitious
circumstances. In Sudan recently, UNHCR and other agencies

found it difﬁcult to dissuade inﬁrm and elderly Ethiopian refugees,
along with women and children, from setting out on the arduous
trek back into Tigre. The recent emphasis on promoting repatriation
may therefore at times appear to be putting the cart before the horse.
As the UN High Commissioner for Refugees said in 1984, ‘if conditions in the country of origin are suitably altered, spontaneous
return will normally occur.’ The question really is: how can this
be facilitated?
The governments of some host countries have argued that if
refugees become self—sufﬁcient while they are in exile, they will

have no incentive to go back to their homeland. There is some truth
in this analysis, especially in situations where refugees believe that
their land has been appropriated, their house occupied, and their
property stolen.
Nevertheless, it is a very economistic argument, which ignores

the social and psychological dimensions of the refugee situation.
Most refugees do want to go home, and will do so when conditions
are right. Refugees who escape the dependency syndrome are, in
fact, more likely to accept the challenge of repatriation than those
who are languishing in camps, sustained by relief aid. Those who
have managed to accumulate a surplus of cash, food or goods while
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If economic deprivation is sometimes as much a cause of refugee exodus
from low-income areas as persecution or conﬂict, it may be that inter—
national assistance to create a more hospitable economic climate in the
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areas of origin could make voluntary repatriation a feasible solution
for signiﬁcantly larger numbers of refugees.

Going Home, Moving On, Staying Put

means to extend adequate integration assistance to returnees.
UNHCR, as a purely non-political and humanitarian agency, should
also be in a pOSition to support returnees in an area which is not

This statement found practical expression at the Second

under the control of the recognized government. UNHCR’s willing-

International Conference on Assistance to Refugees in Africa

ness to provide long-term support, either directly or through another

(ICARA II), a meeting of donor states and African host govern.

ments held in 1984. A total of 127 proposed development projects
were presented to the conference by 14 African countries, requiring a total of $362 million in external ﬁnance to implement.

Signiﬁcantly, a number of these projects were designed to
reintegrate returnees in the economic and social life of their

homeland. Burundi, for example, requested external aid over a ﬁve
year period to ﬁnance land clearing, road construction, water supply
and drainage in an area inhabited by returnees. No less than 11
of the 14 projects submitted by Ethiopia were either partly or wholly
concerned with the reintegration of returnees.
It is too early to assess the progress or performance of these
schemes: most of the projects presented to [CARA H are still
waiting to be funded and implemented. Moreover, there are certain
problems associated with returnee programmes which have yet to
be resolved.
There is a risk that donor states will withhold funding from such
projects, believing that countries which shoulder the burden of large
refugee populations should receive priority in their aid programmes.
Donors will have to be convinced that returnee programmes are
cost effective, and that they really do provide a ‘durable solution’
for substantial numbers of refugees.
Political considerations will inevitably intervene. For example,
many of the traditional western donors would much rather provide
assistance to Ethiopian refugees in Sudan, a friendly country, than
to Ethiopian returnees in their homeland, which is allied to the
Soviet Union. At the same time, many observers have alleged that

countries of origin provide greatly exaggerated estimates of their
returnee numbers in order to gain both political credibility and
economic assistance.
_ Some of these problems could be resolved by funding returnee
programmes through multilateral aid agencies. But at present, the
task of promoting development in rerumee areas does not fall clearly
within the mandate of any single international organization. An
important step forward would be to provide UNHCR with th6
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UN agency, might also change the attitude of governments who
currently prevent their former citizens from returning.
Of course there could be difﬁculties. There is always the danger
that UNHCR will be accused of encouraging refugees to go back
to a country where they may not be safe. Some governments might
be tempted to impose stiff ﬁnancial conditions on UNHCR before
agreeing to readmit their own nationals. These are real difﬁculties,
but they can be overcome if there is an international commitment
to facilitate voluntary return whenever refugees genuinely want to
go.
Once refugees have started to go home spontaneously, or have
expressed their intention to go home, humanitarian organizations
can make a major contribution to the repatriation process. This
contribution can be summarized under three headings.
Information
Refugees are frequently very keen to go home, but do not have
access to accurate information about conditions in their own country. Such information could be made available to them, not by any
government or intergovernmental body, but by an independent

humanitarian agency. This should be supported, as has sometimes
been done, by fact—ﬁnding missions to the country of origin. These
missions should comprise freely chosen representatives of the
refugee community. They must be allowed to travel freely within
their home area; to talk without restriction to their compatriots in
that area; and to report fully and frankly to the other refugees on
their return.
Liaison
It is obviously advantageous for the governments and agencies
involved in a repatriation programme to have a forum in which

the details of the programme can be discussed and co—ordinated.
But if such fora exclude refugee representatives they are liable to
make decisions that do not have the approval of potential returnees.
By meeting in secret they arouse suspicions within the refugee
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community and provide ammunition for elements who are 0Pp05ed

to repatriation for political reasons. By excluding voluntary agen-

necessary, governments must be encouraged to issue ﬁrm
guarantees of amnesty to returnees. Independent observers should

cies they remove another safeguard against ill-considered actions.

be allowed to monitor conditions in the country of origin to ensure

In certain situations, refugees might wish to go back to an area
which is not even under the control of a government. Parts of Tigre,
for example, are held not by the Ethiopian authorities, but by the
Tigre People’s Liberation Front. Negotiations should be conducted
with such organizations in a purely humanitarian spirit, if to do
so would facilitate a successful repatriation programme. After all,
in the mind of a refugee, voluntary repatriation means going
‘home’, and not going to a regime or to a political entity, even
though, to outside observers, the two may appear to be difﬁcult
to separate.

that such amnesties are observed.

Protection
If refugees choose to go home spontaneously and independently,
it is extremely difﬁcult to ensure that they are adequately protected.
When they go home as part of a planned programme, safeguards
can be established. It is the responsibility of UNHCR to ensure
that no form of intimidation or deprivation is used to promote
repatriation. Governments which use coercive tactics must be
opposed and exposed. If abuses do take place, UNHCR‘s role
becomes crucial and its responsibility even greater.
It is clear in international law and practice that repatriation should
be an ‘individual’ choice. This principle must be preserved as much
as the ‘voluntary’ character of it, even in the context of large scale
repatriation programmes. However, the procedures need not be
so cumbersome and bureaucratic as to hamper or discourage the
process. The local history, culture and traditions should be allowed
to play their natural role. Spontaneity and free will, which play
also
a role in the decision of an individual to ﬂee his home, must

be allowed their role when the person decides to return home. The
question arises whether an illiterate peasant should be made to Sign
papers and go through bureaucratic procedures, of which he has
an instinctive fear, just because he wants to go back home the way
he came over. On the other hand, individuals who choose to remain

in the country of asylum must not be subjected to any form of
intimidation or discrimination.
once
An adequate measure of protection must also be maintained
When
country.
own
their
into
border
the
refugees have crossed
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Moving On
When refugees cannot be integrated in the ﬁrst country of asylum
and have to be transported to another country, they are usually taken
thousands of miles away to a new continent and a completely
unfamiliar environment. From a social, economic and human point
of view it would be desirable to explore more fully opportunities
for them to resettle within their own region.
In recent years, examples of organized regional resettlement pro—
grammes have been few and far between. Around 3,000 Kam-

puchean Muslims moved from Thailand to Malaysia with UNHCR
assistance in the early 19805. A similar number of Turkish—speaking
Afghans have been resettled from Pakistan to Turkey. In Africa,

a number of Namibian students have moved from Angola to Zambia
and Kenya, while South African exiles have been evacuated from
Botswana and Lesotho to Tanzania. In Latin America there have
been small—scale resettlement programmes taking Guatemalans from
Honduras to Bolivia, Salvadoreans from Honduras to Peru and
Colombia, and Chileans from Argentina to Peru and Mexico.

The only substantial regional resettlement programme to be contemplated recently is the projected movement of 250,000 Muslim
Blharis from Bangladesh to Pakistan. The programme is signiﬁcant
in a number of ways. It is not being organized by UNHCR, but
by an’international trust founded largely on the initiative of private
1nd1v1dua1s. Funding for the programme comes from outside the
normal channels of refugee assistance. Most of the $350 million
required has been raised in Saudi Arabia. It is hoped that the
Pakistan government will provide the new arrivals with land, while
the trust will pay for the cost of housing, community centres and
other facilities.
.Why are there not more such programmes? They are evidently
dlfﬁcult to arrange. Most governments in the developing world
do not want a sudden inﬂux of newcomers unless they have very
close ethnic, religious or historical links with their citizens.
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Governments may also be wary of upsetting neighbouring states
from which the refugees originate. Some refugees prefer to remain
in a country which is contiguous to their own so that they can keep
in touch with events there or return at the earliest possible oppm.
tunity. Others seem prepared to tolerate considerable hardship in
a country which has offered them only temporary asylum if it means
that they will eventually be accepted for resettlement in one of the
industrialized states.
Despite these obstacles, there are a number of situations which
call for imaginative regional resettlement programmes. They would
enable refugees to live in places with a familiar language, religion,
or culture. Minority groups could settle in countries where they
are genuinely welcome and where they could escape the threat of
discrimination. Refugees with special skills would be able to use
their talents productively and to the beneﬁt of the host country.
Industrialized states would be able to divert some of the money
currently spent on their own resettlement programmes—usually
very expensive, in relative terms, in the context of social welfare
and security—to countries which are urgently in need of external
assistance. Finally, through the process of negotiation and discussion required to establish such programmes, they might help
strengthen regional co—operation generally.
That such programmes respond to a felt need among refugees
is demonstrated by the number of refugees who have resettled
themselves spontaneously within their own region. Recent examples
include Palestinians in the Gulf States, Salvadoreans in Mexico,

and Ugandans who have moved on from Zaire to Sudan. The problem for UNHCR is to provide the necessary help to make this
option a realistic one for more people.
The movement in recent years of over a million Indo-Chinese
refugees from Asia to Northern America and Western Europe has
tended to blur the concept of regional resettlement. Besides costing

in terms of resettlement within the region.
For successful resettlement, the answer lies in speciﬁc attempts
to match the skills, social characteristics and potential of a group
of refugees to the needs of a particular resettlement country. These

will not necessarily entail rural projects. The refugees resettled in
Europe and the USA almost invariably start out in towns. Why

should it be assumed that in Africa and Asia they should necessarily
be in villages? But even if the matching process needs to be
sophisticated, the real choice of precisely where to go should be
a balance between the absorptive capacity and suitability of resettlement within the region as well as the refugees’ own wishes.

Refugees who are ‘obliged’ to settle somewhere may easily resent
it. If their own initiative and desire play a decisive role, there is
more incentive to succeed in their new life.
How can governments in Africa, Asia and Latin America be persuaded to resettle refugees from within their own region?
Presumably in much the same way as in Europe in the past—by
a mixture of political pressure, economic incentives and positive
public support. UNHCR alone will not be able to provide them
all, but it can act as a catalyst for all three.

Staying Put
The majority of refugees receiving assistance from the international
community have been placed in organized camps in rural areas.
The publicity given to such refugees by the media and charitable
organizations has tended to obscure the fact that there are many

others who do not live in camps and who survive without any formal
assistance. The following examples chosen from different contlnents illustrate the point.
It has been estimated that at least 60% of the refugees in Africa

billions of dollars, it has contributed to what one American politiremain outside the international aid umbrella. In Sudan, the largest

cian called ‘compassion fatigue’. Many observers also noted With
concern that if asylum or ‘temporary refuge’ were to be granted
by receiving states only on the understanding that all refugees Wil1
be accepted elsewhere for resettlement, it would mean, in global
terms, a serious erosion of the whole concept of asylum and refuge-

Fortunately, the Indo—Chinese case remains a unique one and 6Y9“
within the region there have been notable exceptions, such as China,
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host country in Africa, the proportion is considerably higher. In
1983, out of nearly 500,000 refugees in the east of the country,
less than one in ﬁve lived in an assisted settlement. In the south,
only a third of the 350,000 Ugandan refugees had moved into

0rganized camps.
The same goes for Asia, where a majority of Afghan refugees,
the largest single refugee group in the world, lives outside organized
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camps. Pakistan reportedly hosts over three million, while Iran has

background.

received some 1.5 million. In both countries there are international
programmes of assistance, but most refugees, sharing common
religion, language and historical traditions with their local hosts,

Some of the most important of these disadvantages have been
conveniently summarized by one self—settled African refugee. ‘In
the campS,’ he says, ‘the farmers do not have enough land to farm.

have been able [0 get along by themselves.

In the town—type life of the settlement. . .the land is not within easy

At least 150,000 Tamils have ﬂed from communal conﬂict in
Sri Lanka, the majority of them to the southern Indian state of Tamil
Nadu. The Indian government has not asked for international

3

reach of the farmer.’ Other groups also suffer. ‘The traders have
no capital to start their businesses. The trained personnel do not
have employment opportunities. The students do not have facilities
to continue their studies.’

assistance for them, but has established its own programme for

Social and community life is disrupted in the camps.

28,000 refugees in organized camps. A further 75,000 reportedly
live outside these settlements and are surviving independently.

The coffee ﬁelds of south—west Mexico have traditionally
attracted thousands of migrant workers every year from Guatemala.

People with different backgrounds—educational, traditional, religious.
political and professional—are all packed into one centre. There is much

Under normal Circumstances they go home after the harvest, but

room for quarrels and diversity of interests. In every society there are
good cultural or traditional practices. In the camps, the chances of these
. _
surviving are very limited.

in recent years political violence in their homeland has prompted
many to stay. Of the estimated 100,000 Guatemalan refugees in
the region only about 40,000 have been assisted in camps. The
others live and work amongst the local people.
Why do so many refugees go without assistance? Some ﬁnd
themselves in a position where they have no access to aid and where
the option to enter an organized camp does not exist. Such refugees
resort, often successfully, to a wide variety of survival mechanisms.

Finally, camp-life has serious psychological drawbacks. ‘No
refugee is sure of the future . Uncertain conditions create a negative
attitude towards hard work. Many are depressed and lose their
self-respect. ’
Self—settlement does not necessarily provide an easy answer. A
number of host governments view self-settled refugees with suspicion and even fear. For political and administrative reasons they

These typically include working for members of the host community

in exchange for cash or food, or selling resources which they have
would prefer to conﬁne refugees to organized camps. However,
brought from their homeland in order to start a new life. In many

cases where refugees originate from the border areas, spontaneous
integration in the neighbouring host community is not as difﬁcult
as it may seem. Often, in planning for international aid to refugees,
the hospitality instincts of the receiving community and the
resilience of the refugees themselves are grossly underestimated.
Many refugees live in areas where organized settlements have
been established, but deliberately choose not to live there. Of course
this option has its inconveniences. Life in an organized settlement
may have certain advantages for particularly vulnerable refugees
such as the elderly and disabled. It also has a wider attraction in
the earliest stages of a refugee emergency, when security is poor,
' unavailable
‘
. But camp '
serious dis—
and when work 15

1

to create a positive social and economic climate for all the different

gmups to be found within the host and refugee communities.
,
,
,
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.
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of local hosts from the same ethnic, linguistic or religious
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with the support of host governments and appropriate forms of
assistance, self-settlement can become a realistic and successful
option for much larger numbers of refugees.
It may seem to be a contradiction in terms to design an assistance
programme for people who are settling themselves without
assistance! In fact, one would be seeking to foster an environment
in which people will have a better chance of settling successfully.
This will be done primarily by bringing assistance to a region or
district as a whole. and not by directing it speciﬁcally at the
refugees. The assistance may be extremely varied, because it needs

Such an approach.
of course, involves
a ba51c change in the usual
, .
, ,
.
. . .
Pattern of burldlng camps, prov1d1ng
community facrlities
and
‘

Ending up creating ‘human islands” dependent upon external aid

1
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and alien helpers. For example, it would be better in the long run

to strengthen existing educational and health facilities than to build
special ones for refugees. Similarly, shelter for refugees should
not mean tents and temporary dwellings but an increase in the lowcost housing possibilities of the area. Small credit schemes and
revolving funds could be of help in certain cases. Furthermore,
the absorptive capacity of the informal sector of the local economy

resettlement in a third country, the possibilities of resettlement
within the region should be further explored.

has often been underestimated. International aid could be put to

better use if it were also used to support the local economy for
the creation of employment opportunities.
Refugees provide new opportunities in the areas they settle, and
rarely constitute a ‘problem’ if allowed to develop their potential.
Countries which have long traditions of receiving immigrants, such
as Australia, Canada and the USA, view their expenditure on
refugee resettlement as an investment for the future. Refugees soon
contribute far more than they consume if given the opportunity to
become productive members of society. This message must be conveyed to the public in countries around the world.
If UNHCR is to offer a wider range of options to refugees, it
must work much more ﬂexibly, spending less money on open—ended
relief programmes and far more on imaginative schemes that allow
refugees to fulﬁl their aspirations. At the same time, assistance

programmes must take into account the needs and aspirations of
host communities. Naturally, any change, whether conceptual,
institutional or operational is, at first, viewed with a degree of

suspicion and apprehension, particularly by governments. An
imaginative spirit must be promoted amongst them. Again,
UNHCR needs support in doing this. With millions of refugees
longing to make a real choice about their future, this is the moment
to change opinion amongst both the public and the decision-makers.
In conclusion, it seems that the traditional approaches to ‘solving
refugee problems’ might, willy—nilly, continue to be followed in
the foreseeable future. But the time has come to consider alternative
approaches as well as new dimensions and methods which hold
the key to the future. For example, in the case of voluntary repatriation, the element of programmes for returnees should be
strengthened. In the case of local settlement, the element of ‘spon'
taneous integration’, which is already the adopted option of the
majority of refugees around the world, should be studied and pro‘
moted by international agencies. And finally, in the case Of
69
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II: Displaced People

6. States and the Control

of Population
Movements
‘Ihe ﬁtnction of the true state is to
impose the minimum restrictions and
safeguard the maximum liberties of
the people, and it never regards the
person as a thing.’
Immanuel Kant, 1788.

Some people decide on their own to seek sanctuary in another part
of their own country or in a foreign land. But there are many others
whose decision to move is made for them, by a government or its
local ofﬁcials. They are the victims of what could be described as
‘organized displacements’. The most dramatic examples of this

tendency are currently to be found in the developing countries. Mass
expulsions, the compulsory resettlement of rural populations and
the forced removal of city dwellers have recently been implemented
by governments of all political persuasions in Africa, Asia and Latin
America.
But it would be wrong to conclude that organised displacements
are limited to the developing countries. As this chapter will
demonstrate, the industrialized states have developed a wide range
0f mechanisms to regulate the movement of people under their
jurisdiction, but they do so in a way which is less obvious and at
first sight more humane.

Politicians, Planners and People
Attempts to alter settlement patterns and regulate migratory
mOvements have a long and often tragic history in the developed
73
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countries.
Britain provides a good example. In the 17th century the English
army subjugated Ireland, and the resident population was moved
off the land to make way for absentee landlords. In the 18th cen-

tury, thousands of Scots were expelled from highland estates taken
over by rich lowlanders. In the 19th century, ‘Poor Laws’ were

introduced, designed to remove from circulation those people who
would not or could not support themselves. This was done by
withdrawing relief from the vagrants and by admitting them to
‘workhouses’, prison-like institutions where they lived in appalling squalor.
The invasion and settlement of overseas territories by European
states and settlers invariably involved the removal and resettlement
of indigenous peoples.
Westward expansion in North America, for example, involved

the conﬁnement in reservations of Indian peoples. A similar fate
befell the aboriginal peoples of Australasia and tribal communities
in other areas of white settlement. The control of mobility for
economic, political and strategic reasons was a prominent feature
of European colonial rule. The process of colonization itself involved restrictions on movement during military campaigns, euphemistically described as ‘pacification‘.
After subjugation was achieved, colonial governments routinely
attempted to determine the distribution of people under their con—
trol. Attempts were made to regulate uncontrolled settlement in the
expanding urban centres of India and Africa. Restrictions were
imposed on the movement and settlement of rural people. In

Southern Sudan, for example, the colonial government forced entire
communities to move to the roadsides in order to reinforce its control of the countryside. Labour recruitment for both public works
and private enterprise in the colonies frequently involved the forced
movement of able—bodied men. Such attempts to regulate the
mobility of urban and rural populations were often staunchly
resisted, sometimes with considerable success.

States and the Control of Population Movements
Outright physical compulsion has largely been conﬁned to times
0f war. Evacuations and controls on movement were commonplace

in Britain during the Second World War. So too were restrictions
on people regarded as potential enemies. By mid—1940, 27,000
‘enemy aliens’ in Britain, most of them refugees from Nazi Germany, had been interned or deported. Similar policies were pursued in the USA. Most of the 112,000 Japanese living on the west
coast of America were removed from their homes and interned.
Current plans to restrict population movements in the event of
nuclear war are much more extensive. Under the contingency plans
of the industrialized states, senior politicians, bureaucrats and

military ofﬁcers will take shelter in underground bunkers, while
the armed forces control the movement of ordinary citizens on the
surface. Signiﬁcantly, governments throughout the developed world
also reserve the right to take emergency powers restricting movement at times of civil unrest, during major strikes and other
emergencies.
But it is not only in emergency situations that the developed states
seek to control mobility. Although it is not immediately apparent,
the regulation of movement has become a routine feature of today’s
industrial societies.
The post—war world has seen a vast increase in the scale of state
intervention into economic and social affairs. Centralized plann—
ing has become an important component of modern industrial
societies, both east and west. In the bureaucratic mind, stability
or regulated movement are often regarded as prerequisites for
orderly administration and progress.
Controls on movement are routine in the planned economies of
Eastern Bloc countries. The economic rationale of such controls
is usually combined with political motivations. Dissidents are rarely
allowed to emigrate. Travel permits are required, in many cases,
for movement within the country. Exile in remote regions and
isolated towns is used as a means of punishment for opponents of
the governments.
Controls on mobility are less apparent but still pervade the marketoriented economies of the west. The compulsory purchase of land

Controlling Internal Population Movements

for road building or other infrastructural development, the removal

In the 20th century, the control of mobility within the industrialized

_0f people to make way for defence installations and urban rehouslng programmes are all seen as legitimate forms of control. Finan—
Cial inducement rather than force may be the means by which

states has generally assumed more subtle forms.
74

75

States and the Control of Population Movements

Displaced People

immigration controls in Europe and the USA have been employed
as a form of planned population movement.

compliance is secured. But ultimately, the people affected are
usually those without signiﬁcant economic or political inﬂuence,
and who can be made to move against their will.
Changes in employment opportunities in many industrial
economies have prompted further involuntary population shifts. In

Immigration Control in Europe

the European Economic Community (EEC), elaborate structures
of subsidies and incentives have encouraged the relocation of fac~
tories and ofﬁces to new areas, often in an attempt to revive declining

‘First it was work, work, work, and now it is out, out, out.’ These

are the words of a young unemployed Turk, commenting on
measures introduced by the West German government to encourage
repatriation amongst some of the 1.8 million foreign workers in the
country. His words echo the anxiety of many immigrant workers
in similar situations throughout the industrialized world.
The two main forms of post-war immigration into Europe have
been the entry of citizens from colonies or ex—colonies and the
recruitment of migrant ‘guest workers’, mostly from southern

local economies. In order to keep their jobs, the employees of such
enterprises have no alternative but to move.
Widespread closures of traditional industries and the rise of new
ones in different regions have reinforced the relocation of employment opportunities. The rise to power of centre—right governments
and the pre—eminence of free—market economic theories have meant
that more mobility is demanded of people to relocate themselves
in accordance with such shifts. Thus a senior British government
minister recently told the country’s four million unemployed people that if they wanted to work, they should ‘get on their bike’ and
go to where the work is.
Such exhortations, even when they are supported by ﬁnancial
inducements or legal threats, are not always successful. Population
movements do not always conform to the dictates of market forces
or to the aims and policies of planners and policy—makers. People
are not inert objects that can be readily moulded. Planners are rather
confronted by human beings whose priorities and activities do not
always accord with the plans made for them. Controls on movement that are regarded as routine by administrators are sometimes
resisted with great tenacity by the people subjected to them.

Europe, but also from Asia.

The citizenship status accorded to colonized peoples by Britain,
France and the Netherlands gave them a qualiﬁed right to work,
to settle in the metropolitan country and to bring in dependants.
Such immigration was welcomed and encouraged after the Second
World War, when labour was much in demand for economic

reconstruction. By the 1950s, some 30,000 immigrants from the
‘New Commonwealth’ were entering Britain annually. Several hun—
dred thousand migrants with French citizenship—mainly from
Algeria and other African ex—colonies—entered France. The
Netherlands received large numbers from ex—colonies in Asia and
the West Indies, especially Surinam.
As the post—war demand for labour faded, moves against immigra—
tion gathered pace throughout Europe. In Britain, for example, the
Commonwealth Immigrants Act of 1962 required all Commonwealth
Citizens to secure employment vouchers before entering the country. This Act was followed by further legislation in 1965 and 1968,
the 1971 Immigration Act and the Nationality Act of 1981. The suc—
cessive Acts have placed more and more restrictions on the entry
rights 0f people formerly entitled to enter the UK. Overwhelmingly,
the people affected by the tightening restrictions are non—white. Even
those who are still entitled to settle in Britain are deterred by
cumbersome and frustrating entry procedures.
The other major type of immigration, the guest worker system,
emerged to meet short—term labour needs. Typically, guest workers

The propensity of industrialized states to regulate mobility takes
a far more overt and extensive form in the control of immigration.

Indeed, immigration controls have become one of the principal
means of regulating economic growth in the developed countries.
When labour is required, legal immigration is actively promoted
and illegal immigration is tolerated. When labour is not required,
both forms of immigration are strictly controlled, and resident
immigrants are encouraged to leave. By imposing such controls In
a planned, regular and systematic way, the industrialized states have
been able to avoid mass expulsions, the cruder form of immigra-

tion control used by an increasing number of developing countries.
The following sections examine in more detail the way in Wthh
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UK, since all foreigners, but especially non—white people, are held

were recruited for speciﬁc jobs with work permits valid for a speciﬁc
employer for a limited period—often one year. Residence permits
depended on possession of work permits, and could be rescinded
if workers lost their jobs. Access to social services and other rights
was minimal. Since these immigrants had far fewer rights than
citizens of colonies and ex—colonies, the governments of countries
in which they were concentrated (West Germany, France,

Switzerland and Belgium) encountered fewer difﬁculties in controlling their mobility.
Such labour migration was severly curtailed from around the
mid—1970s. Those already in the country were usually granted
ﬁrmer long-term rights and the possibility, on paper at least, of
their families joining them. West Germany and France introduced
voluntary repatriation schemes to press migrants to return to their
countries of origin, though with only minimal results. The West
German government claimed that by mid—1984 about 300,000
foreigners living in the country had agreed to repatriation, at a cost
of $600 million.
Despite such controls, illegal immigration continues. In France,
for example, about 4.5 million foreign workers and their families
are legally settled. But as many as 300,000 foreigners are said to
have settled illegally in the country, with hundreds more arriving
each month. Well-organized recruiters and guides smuggle
immigrants in through the Italian and Spanish borders. Others enter
as tourists and overstay, working in low-paid, undocumented jobs.
Severe new measures to crack down on illegal immigration, partly
in response to electoral advances by the far right, were introduced
in 1983-84.

to be legitimate targets for investigations of immigration status.
These activities, together with racist attitudes among sections of

the population, all induce people to consider repatriation.
Elsewhere in Europe, settled immigrants are under similar pressure.
The new ethnic minorities are discriminated against in employment,
in housing and in education. Police powers to carry out identity
checks are used disproportionately against immigrants. The
inﬂuence of far-right racist political movements is rising. All of
these factors heighten the insecurity of immigrant communities,
prompting them to consider the wisdom of remaining in Europe.

Immigration Control in the USA
Immigration has recently also become a major issue in the USA.
It is estimated that there are currently between six and twelve million
‘illegal’ or ‘undocumented’ immigrants in the country. Most are
Mexicans, but among them are increasing numbers of refugees from
Central America and farther aﬁeld. In the 1970s, the number of

illegal entrants apprehended by the border patrol regularly topped
three—quarters of a million. In 1983, for the ﬁrst time, over a million

were caught. Twice as many or more are thought to be eluding the
border patrols and successfully entering the USA.
Mass migration into the USA has increased as Mexico and other
Central American countries have plunged deeper into economic
crisis. The number of illegal entrants arrested again exceeded one
million in 1984 and reached 1.2 million in 1985. The continuing
collapse in Mexico’s oil earnings, coupled with the aftermath of

The intensiﬁcation of immigration controls not only severely con—

strained the movement of people into European countries. It also
directly affected the situation of immigrants already settled there.
In Britain, the successive Immigration Acts have given the state
much greater powers of deportation and removal. Commonwealth
citizens, and their dependants, have become liable to deportation

if their presence is considered not ‘conducive to the public good’Those deemed to be ‘illegal entrants’ can be removed at any time.
Deportations from the UK increased from just under 500 a year
in the early 19705 to between 2,000 and 2,500 in the early 193.05-

Increased activity by the police and immigration ofﬁcials agalnSt
‘illegal entrants’ undermines the security of people settled in the

the earthquake in 1985, are expected to send the ﬁgure up to nearly
two million in 1986. Not all of these immigrants remain in the USA
indeﬁnitely: some return home for good, while others shuttle

regularly between their own country and the United States.
The immigration of Mexican workers to the USA has a long
history. There was a huge northward movement of migrants—
Pel'haps one—tenth of Mexico’s population—at the end of the last
century when America’s railways were built. Since then, Mexicans
have worked in construction in the mines and in agriculture, doing
Jobs which Americans did not wish to do. At times of economic
depression they were eased out. In the 19308, for example, many
79
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thousands were rounded up and deported.
Another major wave of Mexican immigration began in the 19405,
During the Second World War the US government set up the
‘Bracero Programme’, a temporary guest worker scheme designed

to make up shortfalls in the agricultural and industrial labour force
while Americans entered the armed forces. The programme continued after the war, as soldiers coming home did not return to their

old jobs. The illegal immigration that accompanied the Bracero Programme prompted ‘Operation Wetback’ in 1954, when hundreds
of thousands of ‘illegals’ were deported from the southern states.

The Bracero programme was ﬁnally terminated in 1964, after
22 years of operation. Many temporary workers subsequently
returned home, while others regularized their status. Still others
remained in the USA illegally. News of the success and life-style
of those who stayed behind was communicated to their relatives
and friends at home, and another vast wave of illegal immigration
developed. Millions crossed the 2000—mile border with the USA
illegally, many of them ‘wetbacks’, crossing over the Rio Grande.
Many of these workers had no documents and stayed in the USA
illegally. They were therefore without legal protection, underpaid,
abused and exploited. Ofﬁcial responses to their presence have been
ambivalent. Legislation to control illegal immigration has been
debated since the early 19705. Congress has at times tried to
regularize their status and to give them some protection. At other
times, it pressed for entry to be stopped completely and contemplated mass deportation. But the importance of migrant workers
to the economy of the south—western states has prompted employers
to lobby successfully against any change in the status quo.
The most recent legislation on the issue was the Simpson-Mazzoli

States and the Control of Population Movements
to punish farmers employing ‘illegals’, while allowing in a quota
of 350,000 for the harvest, was reintroduced in 1985, against a great
outcry from the growers.
While the debate on the possible legislation relating to
immigration continues, the INS has been strengthened to enforce
tighter control at the frontier. In 1984, the US government laun—

ched a programme said to be costing $550 million, including the
installation of new radar and closed Circuit television systems along
part of the Mexican border. 850 new border guards were hired.
The campaign to apprehend illegal immigrants already in the
country has also been stepped up. In the spring of 1982, the INS
launched a two—week campaign to ﬁnd and deport undocumented
migrants who were supposedly working in high-paid jobs. More
than 5,000 were caught. The INS has also been involved in depor-

tations of workers who have tried to organize against low wages
and exploitative conditions.
Operations against illegal immigrants, many of them Central
American refugees as well as Mexicans, intensiﬁed markedly while
the Simpson-Mazzoli Bill was under discussion. The debate on
illegal immigration gave enforcement agencies the green light to
act more vigorously against illegals. Californian police stepped up
their searches of factories and immigrants before the Los Angeles
Olympics.
Undocumented migrants currently face an awesome task proving their eligibility for ‘legalization’. They are confronted by a
bewildering barrage of bureaucratic hurdles, including ‘labour certiﬁcation’, ‘preference petitions’, ‘adjudication delays’ and ‘quota
backlogs’. Even if legislation to regularize the status of illegal
immigrants is passed, it is unlikely that such obstacles will diminish.

Bill, introduced in 1982. It sought to regularize the status of cur-

rently undocumented migrants. At the same time, the Bill made
it illegal for employers in the USA to hire illegal aliens ‘knowingly’.
while aiming to make it easier for farmers to bring foreigners into
the country as temporary workers, tied to speciﬁc places of employment. It also proposed to strengthen the enforcement powers and
resources of the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS)The Bill foundered in the face of opposition by an ad hoc alliance
of hispanic groups, civil libertarians, conservatives, labour unions
and employers. Many illegal immigrants are now ﬁnding work in
light manufacturing industries rather than in agriculture. A measure
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Immigration Control in Newly-Industrializing Countries
It is not only the industrialized countries of the north that attempt
to impose elaborate forms of immigration control. Increasingly. the
SO-called ‘newly industrializing countries’ are also acting in this
Way. A chain—link fence along the border, ﬂoodlights, and a

700—strong British military patrol are most visible evidence of
attempts to prevent illegal immigration from China into Hong Kong.
Economic growth fuelled by vast oil revenues has attracted up
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to six million foreigners to work in states such as Bahrain, Kuwait,

intervention is involved which affects either the area sending

Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. The migrants

or receiving migrants.
2. Managed redistribution, in which there is intervention in either
the sending or receiving area, such as employment counselling
in the sending area or the provision of job opportunities in the
receiving area.
3, Sponsored redistribution, when a government employs a combination of incentives and threats to induce a population move—
ment from one speciﬁc location to another.

who include professionals and technicians as well as unskilled
labourers, come from other Arab states, Palestine, Central Asia,
the Indian sub—continent, and several countries further east.

This massive migration has been largely unregulated and uncoordinated. A small minority of foreign workers are protected by
bilateral agreements between the sending and receiving countries

or by enforceable contracts. For the vast majority, however, existing
regulations work against them. Local labour laws require all
foreigners to be on short—term contracts, usually not more than two
years. Normally, they can be employed for one task only and must
leave the country once the contract is over. There are restrictions
on transfer from job to job and the right of residence is tied to work
permits. The entry of dependants is very limited and union organization severely circumscribed. Foreigners may be deported at any time
at ofﬁcial discretion. The few strikes mounted by foreign workers
against gross exploitation have resulted in expulsions.
The situation of foreign workers in the Gulf has worsened during the recession of the 19803. Immigration procedures have been
tightened up, applications for work permits rejected in greater
numbers, and police actions against foreigners without proper papers
intensiﬁed. Deportations have risen markedly. Kuwait was reported
to be deporting up to 200 people a month early in 1984, while between May and October 1985 no fewer than 15,000 foreigners were
expelled. In such situations, the line between regular immigration
control and mass expulsion becomes extremely difﬁcult to draw.

4. Compulsory redistribution, when a government uses force to

move people from one location to another.
In the industrialized states, elaborate methods have been developed
to determine population distribution and to control the inward move—
ment of migrants. Such methods tend to deal with people on an
individual basis and through recognized legal and administrative
channels. They rarely entail the use of force, are implemented on
a continuous basis, and therefore normally remain out of the public
eye. Even so, such controls are frequently implemented in an
arbitrary and inhumane manner.

Few governments in the developing world have the resources
required to establish these sophisticated methods of control. Their
administrative structures are usually weak. Their enforcement agen—
cies often act with a high degree of autonomy and considerable use
of force. In the unstable states of the developing world, decisionmakers are often looking for quick solutions to complex economic,
social and political problems. At the same time, they tend to be
less susceptible to the restraining inﬂuence of public opinion than
the governments of some industrialized countries.
As a result of these factors, organized displacements in the

States and Planned Population Movements
The control of movement has been a prominent imperative of all
governments throughout history. But the form which that control
takes has varied. One scholar, L.A.P. Gosling, has made a useful

distinction between four different forms of ofﬁcial intervention in
population distribution. While this analysis refers to internal population movements, similar categories are applicable to controlled
movements across state boundaries.
1. Spontaneous redistribution, in which no direct government
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developing countries often appear crude, coercive and poorly
planned. As such, they are easy targets for criticism. But such
displacements also raise important questions and dilemmas.
First, as suggested earlier, all of the industrialized states have,
in the not too distant past, resorted to coercive methods of popula—
tion movement. Moreover, neither of the two states which have

implemented organized displacements most systematically and
brutally—Nazi Germany and South Africa—could be described as

poor
Second, all states reserve the right to use extraordinary measures,
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mcludingiforced population movements, to deal With nation}
emergenmes and disasters. As a result of their technological all
administrative resources, the industrialized states rarely
experienn

such events. But many of the developing countries are in a smote
of chronic economic and political crisis. It is not surprisine
therefore, that they should resort more regularly to a
g,
draconian measures.
Pparently
Finally, it would be wrong to judge a government’s record solel
on its propensity to implement coercive population movements ii
IS undeniable, however, that mass expulsions and forced relocati
on
programme
is
aVOidable.
s lead to a great deal of human suffe ring,
'
‘
much of which

7. Scapegoats:
The Phenomenon of
Mass Expulsions
‘Everyone is quick to blame the
alien’
Aeschylus, 463 BC

There is nothing new about mass expulsions. Between the 15th and
18th centuries, religious turmoil in Europe led to the exclusion of
minority groups such as the French Protestants, Spanish Muslims
and Austrian Jews. In the ﬁrst half of this century, territorial
realignments and the growth of nationalist sentiment resulted in
widespread population transfers. Adolf Hitler was of course a major
exponent of such movements, resettling ‘ethnic Germans” within
the Reich and expelling non-Germans from annexed territories in
France and Poland. Despite their condemnation of these
movements, the victorious allies were themselves party to several

compulsory population transfers in Eastern Europe. Stalin‘s
declaration that the Soviet Union would retain part of Poland, for
example, led to the expulsion and forcible resettlement of two
million people living in the occupied area.
Despite the long history of mass expulsions, amazingly little has
been done by way of international action or legislation on the issue.
There is no institutional framework within or outside the United
Nations system to deal with the problem. Ad hoc action and
sporadic attempts to provide humanitarian assistance to the victims

are as far as the international community has gone. Despite the
numbers of expellees running into millions, there has been no
attempt'to elaborate an international instrument or even a set of

principles or code of conduct regulating the problem. The expulsion of nationals is illegal in international law. States have the right,
however, to expel individual foreign nationals in certain circumstances. But the phenomenon of mass expulsions is quite different.
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A number of international jurists agree that ‘mass’ expulsion of
nationals and aliens, as distinguished from ‘individual’ expulsions,
can be considered unlawful under international law, because it is
arbitrary, violates certain human rights, and causes undue hardship

to large numbers of innocent people. National minorities, ethnic
groups, the politically undesirable, migrant workers, refugees and

displaced people have all suffered mass expulsion in recent times.
In practice it is difﬁcult to draw a line between mass expulsions
and other forms of external displacement. Sometimes mass expulsions are announced by ofﬁcial decree and are enforced by state
institutions such as the police, army and judiciary. In this case they
are known as ‘hard expulsions’. In other cases, the state’s role is
indirect and covert. Governments have found it possible to oblige
unwanted groups of people to leave their territory through various
forms of harassment and discrimination. Popular xenophobia or
racism can be stirred up to reinforce the insecurity of those who
are targeted for expulsion, while simultaneously absolving the
government from direct responsibility. These are known as ‘soft
expulsions’.

Mass Expulsions: The Victims

Scapegoats
atrocities of the Amin regime as well as for the economic difﬁculties

of the new government. Both allegations were untrue. The Banyar—
wanda were harassed and eventually expelled simply because their
loyalty to the government was suspect. By removing them from
the country, the regime and its supporters thought that they could
remove one source of opposition to their regime. 50,000 ﬂed to
Rwanda while the remainder were herded together in camps within

Uganda. Subsequent attempts to resettle the displaced people were
also obstructed by President Obote’s government. The Ugandan
authorities claimed that the displaced people were from Rwanda,

and should remain there. In fact, the majority were the descendants
of Rwandese migrants and had a clear claim to Ugandan nationality.
The ﬂight of ethnic Chinese from Vietnam in 1978—9 was mainly
due to their being a relatively prosperous minority group. More
than 200,000 people left after the Vietnamese government’s decision to close private businesses, 80% of which were owned by
Chinese. Despite this and other forms of ofﬁcial action, no formal

expulsion decree was issued and the Vietnamese authorities denied
they were organizing the exodus.
Expulsions have frequently accompanied wars and have been
used to exert pressure in territorial or diplomatic disputes. The
longstanding conﬂict between Iraq and Iran, for example, has led
to several mass expulsions. In 1979-80 over 30,000 Iraqi Shi’ites

Ethnic minorities, whether nationals or aliens, have proved to be
among the most regular victims of recent mass expulsions. President
Amin’s decision to deport thousands of persons of Asian origin
from Uganda in 1972 is perhaps the best known recent case. In
the atmosphere of panic created by this move, many Asians who
had Ugandan citizenship also decided to leave, abandoning
businesses which had taken years to build up.
A decade later, Uganda was the scene of another mass expulsion.
Between October and December 1982, around 80,000 people of

Rwandese origin were driven from their homes in the south-west
of the country by members of the ruling party, supported by the
police and local authorities. President Milton Obote denied that
he or his cabinet had sanctioned the expulsion, but strong evidence

of complicity of the government authorities has now been collected.
The expulsion of 1982 was the result of political rather than
economic discrimination. After the government’s contested election
victory in 1980, the Banyarwanda were used as scapegoats for the
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of Iranian descent were expelled during border hostilities. At least
70,000 more have been expelled since that date, and the Iranian

government now refuses to admit the deportees.
In 1977, the government of Gabon expelled more than 6,000
nationals of Benin after a dispute between the two governments
following an abortive coup in the latter country.
More recently, in August 1985, the Libyan government expelled
more than 60,000 foreign nationals, the majority of them migrant
workers from Tunisia and Egypt. The stated aim of this action was
to reduce Libya’s dependence on foreign manpower and because
the migrants in question had refused to take on Libyan nationality.
Most commentators believe, however, that the expulsion was in

fact related to the regional power struggle in northern Africa.
The government of South Africa has threatened to use exactly

the same political tactic. The government made it known that if
eCmemic sanctions were imposed on South Africa, thousands of
mlgram workers from the relatively impoverished ‘frontline’ states
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would be asked to leave the country.
Elsewhere, expulsions for political or ideological purposes havc

and are considered in detail below. Similar, but smaller, expulsions
have taken place in Zambia, Zaire, Benin and Equatorial Guinea,
and have been threatened in the Ivory Coast, Liberia, Uganda and

not been complicated by the ethnic or nationality factor. In 1974,

the Chilean government organized a mass deportation of political
dissidents. Many were released from prison on condition that they
left the country, and were subsequently granted refugee status in

Gabon.
Against a background of falling oil revenues and serious
economic decline, the Nigerian government announced in January
1983 that all illegal immigrants should leave Nigeria. Many had
entered the country under a regulation agreed by the Economic

Europe. In 1980, 125,000 ‘undesirables’ were induced to leave

Cuba, and entered the USA. It later came to light that almost 3,000
of this number were common criminals, psychiatric patients and
other ‘excludable aliens’.
Finally, as previous chapters have already suggested, refugees
have become increasingly vulnerable to expulsion from the countries which have granted them asylum. In every part of the world,
including the industrialized regions, governments are growing
weary of granting refuge to large numbers of distressed foreigners,
and are increasingly prone to exclude or expel them.

Community of West African States (ECOWAS), which allowed

migrants to remain in member countries without visas for 90 days.
Working was technically not permitted. In practice, many migrants
overstayed the 90 days and found employment. This was tolerated
by the Nigerian authorities during the prosperity of the 1970s, but
economic contraction in the early 19805 drove the government to
enforce its immigration controls by the mass expulsion of ‘illegal
aliens’.
The order affected more than two million people, half of whom
came from Ghana; around 200,000 were from Niger and 150,000
were from Chad, many of them victims of the Sahelian drought.
Others came from Cameroon, Togo and Benin.

Migrant Workers: The Nigerian Experience

At the time of the expulsion, immigrants were blamed for increasing levels of unemployment, armed robbery, smuggling and prostitution. The government also expressed its concern about their threat
to border security and public order. Migrants were said to be
involved in the religious violence that has occurred sporadically
in northern Nigeria since the early 19805. There were also several
covert reasons for the expulsions. These included the need to divert
attention from Nigeria’s severe economic problems and to ﬁnd

There is little doubt that of all the groups mentioned above, migrant
workers in the developing countries are the most likely victims of
future mass expulsions. The post—war era saw a vast increase in
labour migration throughout the world. As well as major
movements to the industrial economies of North America and
Europe, there has also been a massive migratory movement within
the Third World, especially to the oil producing countries.
But the great migrant labour boom now appears to be ending.
In the industrialized countries, technological change has combined
with the recession to reduce the demand for immigrant labour. The
demand for labour in developing countries—particularly the oil

scapegoats for them in the run-up to a national election.

The military, after overthrowing the civilian government, con—
tinued to pursue a policy of deportation, punctuated with occasional
plirges of illegal aliens. But in April 1985, amid further economic
collapse, the military government announced the expulsion of
700,000 illegal immigrants who had re—entered the country—despite
a closure of the border from the beginning of l984—or who had
avoided the 1983 expulsion order. Some 300,000 Ghanaians and
100,000 from Niger were said to be involved although these
estimates may be on the high side.
It is obvious from the Nigerian case, and other examples cited
above, that mass expulsions are often motivated by a variety of

exporters—held up throughout most of the 1970s, but slumped in

the 19805 as the impact of recession spread across the globe. AS
Chapter Six explained, the industrialized states have responded by
tightening their immigration controls, deporting illegal entrants and
terminating the contracts of migrant workers. Governments in the
developing countries have tended to use more overtly authoritarian
methods, including mass expulsion.
‘
The greatest number of these expulsions have taken place in
Africa. Nigeria’s expulsions in 1983 and 1985 are the best known»
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factors, often in combination. Economic justiﬁcations are imposs—
ible to disentangle from political motives. In many cases, racism
or ethnic rivalry may permeate both.
Economic grounds are commonly uppermost in ofﬁcial justifications as they give mass expulsions a degree of legitimacy. Aliens
are blamed for monopolizing commercial activities to the detriment
of nationals. Governments argue that immigrants have to be
expelled to open up jobs for local people, or to relieve pressure
on public services in times of austerity. Balance of payments pro—
blems are said to be aggravated by the remittances which migrant
workers normally send home.
These ofﬁcial arguments cannot be entirely discounted. Neverthe—
less, there is little doubt that mass expulsions are frequently the
result of less legitimate and covert motivations. During periods
of political instability coupled with economic difﬁculties, govemments have found this form of discrimination against minority
groups a useful expedient in their attempts to defuse social unrest
and political opposition.

The Impact on Expellees
Recent experience suggests that basic human rights are inevitably
violated during mass expulsions. The effects on those expelled are
physically and psychologically traumatic. Expulsions occur in an
atmosphere of panic, and often at a time when xenophobia, racism

or ethnic rivalries have been heightened. Looting and physical
assults are commonly perpetrated by members of the majority community. People who have every right to be in the country get caught
up in the violence.
Being rounded up by the police or army is under no circumstances
an agreeable experience. In the worst cases, massacres occuraﬂlld
are tolerated, sanctioned, or even perpetrated by the authoritles

Scapegoats
is frequently dangerous. At best, where transport is ofﬁcially pro—
vided, expellees are dumped at the border. But government
transport is usually inadequate, delays are frequent and conditions
in makeshift transit camps often lamentable. Private transport costs

are invariably inﬂated by local proﬁteers during mass expulsions.
Overcrowding in unroadworthy trucks or unseaworthy boats is an
all too common feature—often with tragic consequences.
Border crossings present further hazards. Here tension may
ﬁnally spill over, again with fatal consequences. Transit through
intermediate countries to the place of refuge may hold yet more
dangers for expellees. Apart from routine obstacles like border
closures and extortion by ofﬁcials, expellees are prone to attacks
by thieves or pirates.
Deeply distressing though mass deportations may be, it would
be a mistake to see all expellees as helpless victims. Indeed, they
do not always perceive themselves as such. Much depends on their
legal status in the expelling country and their expectations of life
there as well as the conditions in their country of origin. While
ethnic minorities—nationals or long—domiciled aliens—may be very
deeply aggrieved by expulsion, less settled people may not be so
seriously affected by deportation. Short-term migrant workers, and
illegal entrants eking out a living in the informal sector or through
crime, may even accept expulsion with equanimity as an occupa—
tional hazard.
Expellees do not necessarily take expulsion passively. They may
take steps to regularize their status, usually against great
bureaucratic odds. Much ingenuity and energy may be invested
in other means of avoiding expulsion, such as acquiring fake
documentation or lying low until the storm blows over. Expellees
may revolt openly, as in 1985 when Ghanaians rioted, broke out
Of a transit camp near Lagos airport and hijacked a convoy of
Vehicles to take them to the border after expiry of the expulsion

or those protected by them. Those expelled are frequently forced

Order. Finally, expellees commonly frustrate the authorities by
Simply coming back through unofficial border crossings once the

to leave behind their livelihoods, possessions and uncollected pay.

atmosphere is less charged.

Businesses and assets may be conﬁscated, and the export of currency is usually severely limited. The recovery of assets throngh
ofﬁcial channels is a cumbersome and lengthy process and usually
,
a forlorn hope.
p and
The journey out of the country causes considerable hardshl

What Do Mass Expulsions Achieve?
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ExPulsions rarely achieve the objects sought by the governments
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which initiate them. In fact, they frequently prove to be counterproductive. Economic dislocation is common. The departure of
migrant workers leaves major gaps in the labour market, Since
nationals are often unwilling to take over the jobs that immigrants
do. Unemployment among nationals is seldom relieved to any
signiﬁcant extent. After the massive expulsion in Nigeria, the construction industry was seriously hit. The docks were depleted of
labour and the service sector was also badly affected. Such disloca-

tions following the loss of unskilled workers may not always have
long—terrn effects. But most developing countries can ill afford such
losses and socio—economic upheavals even on a short—term basis.

Employers are often the strongest opponents of mass expulsions.
Wage rates are driven up, as illegal migrant workers are usually
non—unionized and are prepared to tolerate poor conditions and
harsh workplace discipline. Signiﬁcantly, the South African
Chamber of Mines has vigorously condemned President Botha’s
threatened expulsion of up to 1.5 million foreign migrant workers.
The expulsion of skilled workers and entrepreneurs presents
longer—term problems. A signiﬁcant number of those deported from
Nigeria were skilled nurses, teachers, secretaries and carpenters.
Belatedly recognizing the problems their departure would cause,
the government gave professional and technical workers the chance
to regularize their status. Immigrant workers in the public sector
were exempted from the expulsion, allowing hundreds of Ghanaian
teachers to remain in the country. No such exemptions were allowed
in the 1985 expulsions, which were made against the background
of major purges of public sector employment. The disruption of
commerce may also occur, especially in countries where ethnic
minorities or alien groups play an important role in the trading
sphere.
Expulsions do not only have negative economic consequences
at national level. They may provoke conﬂict between neighbouring
states and impede the effective functioning of organizations
established to promote regional integration. During the uprgal’
created by the 1983 expulsions, Nigeria repeatedly reminded critics
that it was not contravening the ECOWAS protocol on free movement, which was not yet fully in force. But there were widespread
protests that the spirit of the ECOWAS treaty had been broken.
and that Nigeria’s action would make future co—operation more
difficult.
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There is also the danger of reprisals. In justifying the expulsion
of Tunisians from Libya, the Libyan government pointed out that
thousands of Libyans had been deported from Tunisia between 1956
and 1958. Similarly, Ghana’s expulsion of Nigerians in 1970 was
frequently cited as a justiﬁcation for the 1983 expulsion of
Ghanaians from Nigeria. Some of the more perceptive Nigerian
critics of the 1985 expulsion pointed out that there were more

Nigerians working or trading in other countries than there were
aliens in Nigeria. These Nigerian emigrants now had the threat
of retaliatory action hanging over them.
Finally, the cost of organizing and implementing a mass expulsion should not be forgotten. Public funds have to foot much of
the bill. Resources have to be diverted from more productive uses.
Transport systems are disrupted. All this for a measure which has
many negative consequences and which invariably breaches many
basic humanitarian principles.
If the economic and political consequences of mass expulsions
can be negative for expelling states, the effects on those countries
receiving expellees are altogether more serious. Accommodation
and dispersal are the most serious immediate problems which result
from mass inﬂuxes of expellees. Collection centres and transit
camps have to be set up, and emergency food, water, sanitation
and medical attention provided. Transport is another expensive
logistical problem. Disruption of the local economy in areas where
expellees congregate is inevitable. Markets are destabilized and
food prices shoot up.

Longer—term economic dislocation may also be very damaging.
Swollen unemployment is the main result. The one million returnees
received by Ghana in 1983 increased the country’s population by
nearly 10%. As most of them were ‘economically active’, the
increase in the population of working age must have been at least
twice as much. Ghana’s economy was at the time hitting new lows
after more than a decade of decline. The economy of Niger,
wracked by drought, could also scarcely absorb 200,000 returnees
(Perhaps 15 % of the economically active population) into employment. Large unexpected population inﬂuxes obviously put great
strain on countries that are already under severe economic pressure.
The Rwanda Ministry of Social Affairs was said in late 1982 to
have been spending 25 % of its monthly budget on the Banyarwanda
eXpelled from Uganda.
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Added to the problems of increased unemployment and pressure
on natural and public resources is the loss of remittances from
migrant workers, often a major source of foreign exchange for
labour—exporting countries. The return of disappointed emigrants
may also pose a political threat, especially when they have been
accustomed to a much better standard of living abroad.

monitor and promote appropriate measures to avert them. At pre—
sent, despite its limited means and shortcomings, the United Nations

It would be wrong to pretend that all the consequences of expul—

situations. UNDRO was involved in the early stages of the West

sion for receiving countries are negative. The return of migrant

African emergency in 1983. The United Nations Children’s Fund
(UNICEF), the World Food Programme (WFF) and the Intemational Labour Ofﬁce (ILO) have also been involved in mass expulsions, providing both immediate relief and longer term
rehabilitation and resettlement assistance. The UN’s Economic and
Social Council channelled $188 million to Ghana in 1983; nearly

Disaster Relief Ofﬁce (UNDRO) would seem to be the only UN

body which could be called upon to deal with mass expulsions,
at least as far as emergency assistance is concerned. But its present
mandate is not altogether explicit in terms of competence for such

workers is potentially beneﬁcial to the country of origin. Critics

of migrant labour systems have long argued that the skills, energy
and enterprise of migrant workers should be used productively in
home industries and agriculture rather than contributing to growth
abroad. Another more ambivalent beneﬁt is that like other disasters,
mass inﬂuxes of expellees can assist governments to bargain for
additional international assistance. Donors were reluctant to commit
aid to Ghana because of the politically unstable condition of the
country and the ideological complexion of the regime. The expulsion of 1983 was among the factors that swung international donors
behind Ghana, resulting in major International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and World Bank ﬁnance for a recovery plan.

$50 million for ‘emergency-related’ assistance in the ﬁrst six to
eight months, and $139 million for ‘recovery-related’ aid, mainly

for farming and rural development. In the case of the expulsion
of the Ugandan Asians, UNHCR played an important role in their
transportation and in providing material assistance until their resettlement in other countries. The Red Cross as well as hundreds
of international and local voluntary agencies have been involved.
These can often provide a speedier and more appropriate response
than the large intergovernmental agencies.
But co-ordination between the various international and nongovernmental bodies has been seriously lacking. There has often
been confusion about which agency should be doing what, causing

Mass Expulsions: The International Response
The international community has no institutional arrangements for
dealing speciﬁcally with mass expulsions. Few of the victims of
mass expulsion fall expressly within the mandate of any intema—
tional humanitarian institution. The UN High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) can act when the expellees also happen to be
refugees, but no agency is charged with protecting or assisting
aliens who are deported en masse. The country of origin is expected
to take responsibility for its nationals. But this is often extremely
difﬁcult in practice when large numbers are involved or when
expellees are in transit or are stuck within the territory of the
expelling state.
It would obviously be undesirable to set up a new ofﬁce or revise
the mandate of an existing agency in order to overcome the gap
in the international infrastructure. It would, however, be
appropriate to designate an agency to be responsible not only for

duplication in some areas, while other needs are left unmet.

In contrast to the disarray of the international bodies, some countries have responded well to the challenges presented by the mass
expulsion of their nationals. Perhaps the most remarkable episode
in the otherwise dismal history of population displacements in
Africa was Ghana’s absorption of one million repatriates in 1983.
Retumees from Nigeria were quickly evacuated from ports and
borders in hastily organized ﬂeets of public and private transport.
They were fed in transit camps with the help of Ghanaian voluntary
agencies and registered by the authorities. They were subsequently
dispersed to their home communities with a speed that astonished
Observers. The government stressed the need for resettlement in
rural areas rather than the towns, and a National Coordinating
Committee for Mobilization and Rehabilitation was established to
Oversee this operation.

intervening when mass expulsions occur but, above all, to forecast,
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Although these governmental initiatives were important, the success of the resettlement programme was largely a result of selfhelp. Retumees exhibited a remarkable degree of enthusiasm and
energy in their efforts to become self-sufﬁcient. Their home communities contributed much goodwill and practical help, most
notably in the provision of land for farming. Retumees were rapidly
engaged, or engaged themselves, in building work, road construction, health and sanitation projects and above all agriculture. Land
was quickly cleared and planted, thereby averting the widespread
food shortages that some observers had predicted.
Of course there were many practical problems. There were also
outbreaks of unrest among the returnees, who were alleged to be

involved in protests against austerity measures demanded by the
IMF. Nevertheless, the dispersal and resettlement of one million
people was no mean achievement, and much of it was achieved
before external assistance began to get through. Domestically and
internationally, the successful handling of the expulsion marked
a turning-point in the political fortunes of the present government
of Ghana. It also demonstrated that people’s resilience, spirit of
self—help and humanitarian feelings are sometimes grossly
underestimated by planners and ‘experts’.
,
The legal responses to mass expulsions are as piecemeal as the
organizational ones. As stated earlier, there is no general convention
or international instrument covering them. The expulsion of
nationals, directly or indirectly by unlawful denationalization, is
illegal in international law. It amounts to the creation of refugees.
The right of states to expel foreign nationals is an accepted principle
of international law. But international law imposes signiﬁcant
limitations on the exercise of this power. The classes of people
liable to expulsion are restricted. The onus is on the expelling state

to justify its action. Humanitarian principles for regulating
implementation of expulsion measures require states to give due
regard to human rights.
Because they inevitably violate these principles—in particular
those upholding non-discrimination, non-arbitrariness and basic
human rights—the legal justiﬁcation of mass expulsions is doubtful
in public international law. Prohibition of mass expulsion is implicit
in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights. A number
of more recent human rights instruments contain speciﬁc provisions prohibiting mass expulsion of aliens, but their effectiveness
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is limited by problems of deﬁnition and ratiﬁcation. They include
Protocol 4 to the 1960 European Convention on Human Rights,
Article 13 of the 1966 International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights and Article 22 of the 1969 American Convention on Human
Rights. Article 12 of the 1981 African Charter on Human and

Peoples’ Rights prohibits mass expulsion that is ‘aimed at national,
racial, ethnic or religious groups.” But the Charter has not yet come
into force, and is awaiting ratiﬁcation by the majority of African
states.
Special rules apply in times of war and to refugees and stateless
persons. Since the Second World War, a number of ILO and UN

conventions and resolutions have been made on the legal position
of migrant workers. The ILO Fourth African Regional Conference
debated the issue in 1973, amid rising concern about the increasing
frequency of expulsions of immigrant workers in the continent.
In 1979 the UN General Assembly established a working group
to elaborate a further convention, to which the ILO contributed

a paper considering illegal as well as legal immigrants. A draft
convention was produced in 1983 which contained a detailed set
of provisions on expulsion. The adoption and eventual implementation of such conventions will inevitably take time but they would
at least set standards which states could be encouraged to observe.
Despite the apparent progress on the issue of migrant workers’
legal rights there is a clear need for an updating of refugee,
nationality and labour law to address the problem of mass expulsion. In particular, the validity of expulsion orders and the
lawfulness of their implementation requires close scrutiny.
The anticipation and prevention of expulsion episodes must also
be given much more attention by the international community. The
machinery exists to settle disputes between countries which might
give rise to expulsions, but it is rarely effective. Current UN structures could be used to better effect once an expulsion is imminent.
The UN could:
0 utilize its fact-ﬁnding role to investigate and clarify the issues
involved;

0 use its ‘good ofﬁces’ to relieve tension and help avoid undue
hardship for expellees;
‘ help co-ordinate the activities of states as well as intergovernmental and non—governmental organizations;
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0 act as a clearing house for information about imminent or actual
mass expulsions;
O initiate the involvement of UN agencies and NGOs before an
expulsion has started;
0 coordinate the agencies competent to deal with protection once
an expulsion is under way;
0 monitor and promote humane standards of treatment;
0 oversee the activities of the relief agencies.

8. People as Pawns:
Removals and
Relocation Programmes

The ILO could take similar action where the rights of migrant

workers are violated, and regional organizations—until now rarely
involved in expulsion cases—could be put to much more effective
use.
Tighter immigration controls have been suggested as one possible
means of preventing expulsions, as they would help to regulate
the numbers of immigrants resident in a country. There are several
objections to this argument. First, tighter controls could not be
enforced in many countries, where boundaries are often artificial
and impossible to police. Second, most countries already have
sufﬁcient immigration controls but choose not to implement them
during times of economic expansion, when cheap labour is needed.
Such was the case in Nigeria until 1983 and until recently in the
Gulf states.
Arguably, tighter immigration controls from the beginning would
have helped avoid the mass expulsions and large scale deportations
that have taken place in these countries. But migration has generally
fuelled growth and on balance has benefited migrants, however
much they may have been exploited. Holding people against their
will in underdeveloped and impoverished areas does not seem to
be a feasible or desirable response. The only lasting solution is
long term development within the countries currently exporting

Transplanted trees seldom prosper’
Dutch proverb

The urbanization of the developing countries has accelerated rapidly
since the Second World War. By 1965, 17% of the population in
‘low income’ countries such as Ethiopia, India and Vietnam lived

in cities. This figure had climbed to 22% by 1983, with an average
annual growth rate in the urban population of 4.5 %. In the ‘lower
middle income’ countries such as Nigeria, Thailand and Jamaica,

26% of the population were urban dwellers in 1965. By 1983 the
figure had risen to 36%.
The most rapid urbanization has taken place in sub—Saharan
Africa. In 1960 there were just three cities in the continent with
a population in excess of half a million. By 1980 they numbered

28. There appears to be no limit to this process, in Africa or
anywhere else. Mexico City, already the world’s most populous
urban agglomeration at 17 million, is expected to number over 26
million by the year 2000.

labour, so that today’s migrants can be absorbed by the local labour

market. In current conditions that development is extremely difﬁcult
to generate internally unless adequate incentive is provided through
external development assistance.

Urban Growth and Rural Poverty
Much of this increase in the urban population is a result of massive
movements of people from the countryside to the cities. In the ﬁrst
half of this century, exactions by colonial governments, military
recruitment and the imposition of taxes all led to a drain of people

from the rural areas to the towns. The spread of the money economy
in the countryside and the need to earn cash accelerated this process.
More recently, indebtedness and dispossession by private
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landowners, agribusinesses and state agricultural projects have
forced many more people off the land. In many areas, urbanization has been reinforced by rural overpopulation, land exhaustion
and inﬂuxes of people escaping from war or insurgency.
The economic policies followed by many governments, often
encouraged by international ﬁnancial institutions, have also worked
against the countryside. Rural areas have routinely been neglected
in ofﬁcial development plans, which are geared to industrialization
and therefore show a marked urban bias. At the same time, the

rural areas have become a major source of subsidy for urban expansion. By various means—among them taxation,‘low producer prices
for crops and cheap food for urban dwellers—the surplus produced
in the countryside is sucked away, to be redistributed in favour
of the towns.
A vicious circle of underdevelopment and migration has now
been established in many developing countries. Government
policies produce rural impoverishment. The subsequent hardship
of life in the countryside prompts young men and women to leave
for the towns. The economically active proportion of the rural
population declines, weakening the viability of the land. The quality
of rural life diminishes, encouraging further migration to the urban
areas.
Until the 1970s, industrialization and the expansion of employment opportunities in the public sector allowed much of the new
urban population to ﬁnd a livelihood. Now, as a result of the international recession, jobs are in acutely short supply. Nevertheless,
many people still see the towns as centres of afﬂuence and
advancement.
Despite the squalor of life in many Third World cities, this
perception is not completely without foundation. Grossly inadequate
though they may be, basic public services are often better in the
cities than in the countryside. Unemployment or underemployment
may be the norm, but the ‘informal sector’ of the cities may still
offer greater opportunities than in the country. As a result, people
have continued to prefer cities to the countryside despite all the
hazards and uncertainties of urban life.
The consequences of this movement are well known. Uncontrolled urban expansion has put a great strain on housing, water
supply, sewerage, transport and social welfare services. Without
vast public expenditure, cities become ugly agglomerations Of
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shanty towns, throttled by congestion and pollution. Many people,
especially the young, eke out a meagre living on the street. Rising
crime and social unrest are inevitable.

Confronted with these problems, many governments have come
to see it as imperative to control the urban inﬂux and to redistribute
the rural population more equitably. But they are often hamstrung
by political constraints, the chief of which is the need to retain the
support of urban dwellers, who pose the biggest challenge to the
country’s social and political order. Urban bias in policy, planning
and economic management is therefore extremely difﬁcult to correct. In the absence of rational policies to tackle the root causes
of rural impoverishment and urban drift, governments have increas-

ingly seen an answer in coercive population movements.

Urban Removals in Asia and Africa
Commenting on efforts to control black immigration into the urban
areas of South Africa in the 19403, Prime Minister Jan Smuts wrily
remarked, ‘You might as well try to sweep the ocean back with
a broom’. Yet this is precisely what South Africa and numerous
other governments have been attempting to do in recent years
through urban removal programmes.
The most notorious case of forced urban removal in recent years
took place in Kampuchea. Following their military victory and
assumption of power in 1975, the Khmer Rouge evacuated the
country’s entire urban population and sent it by force into the coun—
tryside. Nearly three million people were herded out of the capital
city of Phnom Penh alone.

No one today, with the advantage of hindsight, would deny that
it was a brutal, totally inhumane and irrational policy. Yet the
Khmer Rouge did have a rationale for their decision to empty the
towns. First, the war had devastated the rural areas, destroyed much

of the agricultural sector and driven hundreds of thousands of
people into the cities. By the time they took power, famine was
imminent. The only solution appeared to be a massive agricultural
rehabilitation programme. It was implemented by terror. The
Khmer Rouge believed that the cities and their inhabitants were
infected with ‘capitalism and its degenerate culture’, draining the
vitality out of rural areas. According to their political analysis, by
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simply removing the population from the cities, the government
could cut out the source of the infection.
The Vietnamese government, after the uniﬁcation of North and
South Vietnam in 1975, also took measures to return populations

in the bulging cities of the south back to the countryside. An
estimated 25 million acres of land had been devastated, and nearly
two-thirds of the 15,000 villages in the south were damaged or
destroyed. Thousands of people had ﬂed to the cities or were living
in overcrowded camps. The population of Saigon had grown sevenfold in just a few years, with all the problems such swift urbanization entails.
Consequently, among the policies introduced by the new regime
was a massive population relocation programme, designed to reduce
urban unemployment and to rehabilitate the agricultural sector.
Besides thousands of people who were sent back to their home
villages, up to 800,000 urban dwellers were transferred to ‘New
Economic Zones’ in the rural areas, where efforts were made to
bring unused land under cultivation.
War and its aftermath are not the only circumstances in which
people have been forcibly removed from cities. Since the early
19808, the international recession has prompted governments
throughout the world to implement such removals in an attempt
to contain and reverse the process of urban population growth.
Austerity programmes, often imposed under pressure from ﬁnan-
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repeatedly been demolished. The ‘favelados’ of Rio de Janeiro have
come under constant attack by the Brazilian authorities. In
Bangladesh, people living on the street have been rounded up and
incarcerated in vagrants’ homes. In India the government has
authorised local authorities to remove squatters from urban centres.
In Africa, such removals have become almost a routine feature

on limited social and welfare services. Urban removals also have
a more directly political motivation. Their principal target is usually
the ‘marginal’ population of young unemployed people, some of
whom may be involved in a variety of illegal or ‘disreputable’
occupations. By accusing such people of ‘economic sabotage’,
governments ﬁnd a convenient scapegoat for their own policy

of urban life. In mid-1983 the government of Mozambique launched
a campaign to remove thousands of unemployed people from the
cities. Rural emigration had been accelerating as a result of severe
drought and the activities of a rebel guerrilla movement supported
by South Africa. The prospect of a nationwide famine intensified
the need to increase the level of food production. Under ‘Operation
Production’, the government planned to remove 57,000 people from
the capital city of Maputo alone. When only 2,000 people registered
voluntarily for relocation, coercive measures were introduced.
Urban dwellers were rounded up, and unemployed evacuees were
sent to work on state farms where there were shortages of labour.
Similar efforts were made by the governments of Tanzania and
Zimbabwe at around the same time. Unemployed people in
Dar—es-Salaam were ordered to register with the authorities so that
they could be transferred to relocation areas in the country. Others
were later rounded up and detained before being sent to work on
state sisal, sugar and tea plantations. Despite protests the campaign
was extended to other urban centres.
In October 1983 the Zimbabwe government launched ‘Operation
Clean-up’ , an army and police clamp—down on the urban marginal
population. Squatter settlements in Harare and other towns were
bulldozed. Their inhabitants were arrested and interrogated before
being dispatched to rehabilitation camps and farms in rural areas.
A similar campaign was carried out in October 1985.
Ofﬁcial drives against immigrants have in several cases been
combined with moves against jobless nationals, since many of the
immigrants are themselves unemployed ‘marginals’. In the Ivory
Coast, both immigrant and Ivorian jobless were rounded up in 1984

failures. By removing them from the urban areas, governments

in an effort to rid the towns of crime. Similarly, in Zambia, a ‘clean-

give the impression that they are taking decisive action to root out
the problem.
Examples abound of countries with increasingly unmanageable
urban populations taking strong measures to contain the problem.
In the Philippines, Indonesia and South Korea, shanty towns have

up’ of the Copperbelt resulted in the arrest of illegal Zambian
emerald—diggers, black marketeers, smugglers, illicit brewers and
juvenile criminals as well as illegal aliens.
Since the 19505, compulsory relocation has been a mainstay of
the South African govemment’s policy to segregate the population

cial institutions such as the International Monetary Fund, have hit

public sector employment particularly hard. Furthermore, govem—
ments, required to cut public expenditure, are only too anxious
to reduce the number of urban dwellers who are making demands
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on racial lines. Under the pass laws and other legislation, Africans
have been routinely ‘endorsed out’ of the towns and cities, removed

from ‘black spots’ in designated white areas, and displaced from
white farms and agribusinesses to the grim ‘bantustans’.
The relocation programme has had a major impact on the social
and political geography of South Africa. In 1960 about 40% of
the African population were resident in the bantustans, fragmented
territories covering just 13 % of the country’s land area. By 1980,
the proportion had increased to 54%. It has been estimated that
this redistribution must have involved a net removal of 750,000

people from the urban areas and 1.25 million from white—owned
farms.
Forced removals have continued apace since 1980, despite the
recognition by some white South Africans that urbanization is
irreversible and needs to be pursued in an ‘orderly’ way. Although
there has been some reform of discriminatory practices and the
pass laws are to be abolished, the prospect for fundamental change
appears remote.

Removals: A Record of Failure
Urban removals have almost invariably been implemented with
scant regard for the human rights of those affected. Even when
implemented ‘humanely’, removals inevitably produce social
dislocation. Urban communities are fragmented. People are
separated from families and friends. Demoralization and political
disaffection ensue, increasing the potential for urban unrest.
Despite all the suffering they cause, it is doubtful whether urban
removals have more than a minimal effect on the problems of Third
World cities. Some competition may be removed from the ‘informal
sector’, allowing those who remain to scratch a somewhat better
living from their roadside kiosks and workshops. But there is no
evidence to suggest that unemployment, crime or pressure on urban
services are signiﬁcantly reduced.
Nor has the relocation of urban dwellers in rural areas proved
successful, in economic or any other terms. This is hardly sur-

prising. Many of those who are evacuated from the cities are people
who have left the countryside in order to escape from agricultural
labour and the restrictiveness of rural life. Signiﬁcant gains in
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agricultural productivity are therefore rarely made.

Some important lessons can be learned from China’s experience.
Between 1968 and 1975 over 12 million educated young city
dwellers were sent to the countryside in an attempt to tackle the
related problems of urban unemployment and rural underdevelopment. A recent detailed study of this programme concluded that
while it had not been without problems, it had been implemented

relatively successfully for a number of reasons.
First, the Chinese government had adequate organizational and
administrative capacity for implementing such programmes.
Second, it was able to use the ideological fervour initiated by the
Cultural Revolution to gain acceptance for the programme. Third,
the structure of Chinese society is such that the newly arrived city
dwellers were integrated into the rural population relatively easily.
Finally, it is evident that the Chinese programme was supported
by broader strategies of rural development. In particular, efforts
have been made to improve material conditions in the countryside
and to reduce the disparity between urban and rural life. Moreover,
by sending urban—based doctors and technicians on temporary
periods of service to the villages, the government has broken down
the idea that cities are the natural home for educated and ambitious
young people.

Compulsory Relocation of Rural Populations
Compulsory relocation policies have arisen not only from the
disparities which exist between town and countryside. Uneven
development within the rural areas has also prompted governments

to relocate populations by force.
Natural resources are seldom distributed evenly within the
artiﬁcial boundaries of a state. But such natural imbalances are often
reinforced by human intervention. Regional inequalities frequently
have long historical roots. For economic, political and strategic
reasons, colonial regimes favoured some areas while neglecting

others. Similar considerations often motivate government policies
today. Politically important regions are favoured with public funds.
Areas producing export crops or other revenue—earning products
have received substantial investment, while less well-endowed
regions have been starved of development resources.
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These imbalances, of course, have an impact on population
distribution. Like the towns, prosperous regions attract migrant

the peasantry for the construction of a socialist state—has been
difficult to achieve.

work—seekers while poorer areas are denuded of their most

During the 19705, Tanzania carried out an extensive programme
of Villagization involving some five million of its citizens. In cases
where people did not willingly give up their homes and land,
various methods of coercion were used by the local authorities.
Ethiopia is the latest to embark on a Villagization programme,
following its attempts to concentrate northemers in the south. In
September 1984, after the acceleration of the relocation programme,
the government announced its intention to concentrate Ethiopia’s
rural population in model villages. It is reported that 25-30 million
people may eventually be involved.
By early 1986 there were already indications that this Villagization
programme had adversely affected agriculture. Many peasants were
moved when they were planting seeds, despite pleas from the
Ministry of Agriculture to delay the relocation until after the
harvest. Those relocated now have to commute considerable

economically active people. Enlightened rural development policies
need therefore to be concerned not only with raising the general
standard of living of people in the countryside, but also with
redressing the inequalities between rural regions that natural and
human factors tend to generate.
In the last two decades the need to grapple with rural impoverishment and the unequal development of rural regions has become
all the more pressing. Overpopulation, ecological deterioration,
famine and war are increasingly prevalent in many areas of the

world. They have been both cause and consequence of rural
impoverishment, generating or exacerbating inequalities within
rural areas.
Among the strategies devised to deal with these problems have
been attempts to redistribute rural populations. Two types of rural
relocations have become prominent recently. Attempts have been
made to relocate rural people within their own regions, involving
‘villagization’ of peasant farmers and ‘sedentarization’ of nomads.
Rural people have also been moved long distances to new areas
under relocation or ‘transmigration’ schemes. Such rural relocations
have always involved varying degrees of inducement or compul—
sion. The following sections review the arguments surrounding
villagization, sedentarization, relocation and transmigration.

Villagization
Villagization programmes, the concentration of scattered people

distances on foot to their farms. Harvests were reported well down,

and there were said to be acute shortages of food.
As in Tanzania, the stated purpose of the programme is to
improve the provision of services and amenities and to boost
agriculture. But the Ethiopian authorities have taken note of neither
the enormous difﬁculties encountered by the Tanzanian programme
nor earlier attempts at Villagization in Ethiopia itself in the 19705.
Critics also point to the military motivations behind the Villagization
programme. They argue that concentration in nucleated settlements
will give the government greater control over the rural population
and isolate insurgent separatists.

into planned villages and state farms, have been seen as a way of

increasing rural output and combating the problem of rural
impoverishment. Such programmes have been implemented in
countries such as China. Ethiopia and Tanzania. When people are
brought together, it is argued, scarce resources and services can

be allocated more efﬁciently and equitably.
Forced Villagization has been known to contribute to slumps in

agricultural output. Disruption of farming no doubt occurs as a
result of Villagization. Output suffers because peasants are forced
to cultivate on new and sometimes unsuitable sites. Disputes over

land rights, sometimes violent, increase. Villagization can also lead
to social dislocation. The main aim of villagization—galvanizing
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Sedentarization
Compulsory Villagization programmes have also involved nomadic
pastoralists. Attempts to control the mobility of such people have
been common in recent history. The most notorious historical
examples happened in the USSR under Stalin in the 19203 and
19305.
Now two—thirds of the world’s 30—40 million pastoralists live in
Africa, most in the eastern part of the continent. The governments
0f Sudan, Somalia and Kenya as well as Ethiopia and Tanzania

all have sedentarization of their pastoral peoples as declared policy.
The distinction between assisted sedentarization for development
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purposes and forced sedentarization is often hard to make. Masai

early in 1986 that it was planning the relocation of up to 70 million

pastoralists in Tanzania and Kenya, for example, have had their

of the country’s poorest people from remote mountain regions in

freedom of movement signiﬁcantly curtailed. Actual physical settle-

the west. The following paragraphs brieﬂy review, by way of example, the relocation and transmigration schemes already under way
in Ethiopia and Indonesia. In both cases, considerable controversy
surrounds the real motivations for the programmes.
The Ethiopian government’s relocation programme dates from
the early 19705, when Emperor Haile Selassie was in power. After
1975 it was taken up and implemented by the new military government. In mid-1984 the programme was rapidly accelerated and
expanded in response to the intense drought and famine afﬂicting
the northern and central parts of the country.

ment has not been demanded, but has in fact resulted from the

programme.
Like the rationale for villagization, the arguments for sedentariza_
tion centre around ecological, administrative and social considera-

tions. Overstocking and overgrazing have commonly been cited
as among the causes of ecological degradation in Africa’s arid
zones. Sedentarization has been presented as a solution. But
arguably, sedentarization has itself been one of the causes of the

recurrent famines. Enclosure of ranges for commercial reasons,
the impact of war and the stricter enforcement of national frontiers
have restricted herders’ freedom to move their livestock and limited
their access to pasture and watering. Land and pasture exhaustion,
the death of livestock and starvation of pastoralists have been the
result.

Again, as with villagization, the underlying motivation of sedentarization is frequently reported to be the consolidation of govern—
ment authority. Nomadic peoples are usually remote from centres
of government. Their mobile lifestyle is not easily amenable to
orderly administration. They often straddle political frontiers. They
may occupy areas in which secessionist movements or other
insurgents operate. Many governments therefore regard such people
with considerable suspicion. Governments’ arguments that services
and amenities can only be provided to settled people often obscure
the real motivation: ofﬁcial anxiety to bring under control what
is perceived as an unruly and potentially dangerous portion of the
population.
Rural Relocation and Transmigration
Villagization and sedentarization often involve the compulsory

movement of large numbers of people. But they are usually
relocated within or near their home regions. Recently a number
of governments have gone further in attempts to engineer rural
population distribution. Relocation schemes have been launched
to move people long distances from overpopulated or poorly
endowed parts of a country to areas which are said to have a greater
capacity for development. The potential impact of such programmes
is often vast. The Chinese government, for example, announced
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According to the official Relief and Rehabilitation Commission,

the purpose of the programme is to move up to 1.5 million people
from marginal land in the provinces of Tigre, Wollo and Shoa to
more fertile and productive areas in the south and south-west. The
government has stated that this massive migration is entirely volun—
tary, and argues that it represents the only long—term solution to
the problem of periodic famine.
The relocation programme has attracted publicity and controversy. There is no doubt that some of the 500,000 people
relocated so far have done so voluntarily. But there is also considerable evidence to prove that force has been used. According to many
eye-witnesses, people were lured to feeding centres in the north
by offers of food, and were then rounded up and transported south.

Food was denied to those who would not move. Elsewhere, villages
were surrounded by troops and their inhabitants forced into trucks
and cargo planes at gunpoint. Many of the Ethiopian refugees arriv—
ing in Eastern Sudan in 1984 and 1985 are said to be people who
have ﬂed from the threat of compulsory relocation.
Controversy also surrounds the impact of relocation in the south
and south—west of the country. It appears that although some relocation has been successful, conditions in many areas have not lived

up to the expectations created by the government. Food, water
Supply, sanitation and health services are all said to have been inade—
quate. Malnutrition and disease are common: malaria is rife in the
southern lowlands but does not exist in the highland areas where
the settlers originate. Allegations have been made that thousands
0f people died in transit or shortly after their arrival at the relocation
sites.
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The inﬂux of settlers also seems to have had a disruptive effect
on local communities. There have been complaints that local peo—
ple are driven off their land to make room for new arrivals. Some
of the refugees in Sudan are said to be those who have been
dispossessed by the relocation programme.

of Irian Jaya (West Papua) replaced Sumatra as the main destination
for settlers. The aim was to plant one million transmigrants there,

Finally, the motivations for the relocation programme have been

Melanesian ‘spontaneous’ migrants. Conflict between the latter—
mainly Muslims from Sulawesi—and the indigenous population led
to widespread violence early in 1984 and the ﬂight of some 10,000
Melanesian refugees to neighbouring Papua New Guinea.
The relocation has led to the widespread appropriation of land
from the Melanesian population. Evictions have been carried out
forcibly, although there has been resistance backed by antigovernment guerrillas. Little compensation has been paid. The
Indonesian authorities have exerted considerable pressure on Papua
New Guinea to repatriate the Melanesian refugees forcibly.
Apart from its impact on indigenous peoples, there are serious
question marks against the effectiveness of the scheme. It was
argued already a decade ago that even to maintain Java’s population
density at its contemporary level, more than one million people
would have to transmigrate annually.
The cost of transmigration is irnmense—up to $15,000 to resettle
each family, excluding any expenditure on roads and other
infrastructure. Few of the settlers have managed to attain selfsufficiency and only modest gains in productivity have been
achieved.
As in Ethiopia, critics claim that the programme’s principal aims
are geo—political rather than economic. They say that the govemment’s objective is to reinforce the integration of Indonesia’s
disparate territories by settling Javanese people in the outlying provinces. Plans to settle transmigrants in East Timor, which was
annexed by Indonesia in 1975, seem to lend support to this claim.

hotly contested. Its supporters argue that relocation is essential for
the rehabilitation of Ethiopian agriculture. They argue that it makes
more sense to spend money on relocation now than to pour expen—
sive relief aid into the northern regions for the indeﬁnite future.
According to the govemment’s critics and opponents, the real
purpose of the scheme is to reduce the effectiveness of guerrilla
movements in the north by depopulating the areas they control.
It is also argued that the programme has diverted scarce resources
needed to combat the famine, and that it would be possible to
rehabilitate northern agriculture through small scale development
schemes.
Indonesia’s transmigration scheme is thought to be the largest
land settlement scheme in history. It has been in progress since
the late 19605, with the object of redistributing people from the
overcrowded islands of Java and Bali to the outer islands where
landless farmers can be provided with land to cultivate. 2.6 million
people were moved during the five—year plan which ended in 1984,
and another 3 .5 million are to be moved under the current (1984-89)

plan.
In the earlier years of the programme there was considerable
evidence of the use of force, or at best inducement on false
pretences, in its implementation. In some areas the military were

deployed to ‘encourage’ transmigration. Potential transmigrants
were told that they would be given cleared land, housing, tools
and seeds, clinics and other services. These promises were not
fulﬁlled. Many disgruntled settlers drifted to the provincial cities
or made their way back to Java.
The provision of infrastructure in resettled areas is now generally
acknowledged to be much better, and there are more registered

applicants for transmigration than places available. New concerns
have arisen, however, over the effect of transmigration on the

receivmg areas.
Under the fourth five—year plan (1984—89), the outlying province
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a number equal to the indigenous Melanesian population. The target
was subsequently dropped to 700,000, and by 1984 about 70,000
transmigrants had settled there, together with another 150,000 non—

Rural Relocation: Overt and Covert Motivations
Rural relocation is ostensibly a rational approach to the real problems of rural poverty, overpopulation and regional inequalities.
But as this review of recent programmes suggests. the underlying
motivations for relocations are sometimes more questionable. On
close scrutiny, villagization, relocation and transmigration often
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turn out to be inspired as much by military and political considerations as by development objectives.
In some areas, forced rural relocation programmes have been
implemented for explicitly political or military purposes. In South
Africa, for example, rural removals, like their urban counterpart,

are an essential part of the apartheid system. More than a million
people have been removed from ‘white’ rural areas in the last
twenty years. Large—scale population transfers, involving reciprocal
removals, have accompanied the consolidation of the ‘homelands’.
In Vietnam and the Portuguese African colonies rural communities
were conﬁned during armed conﬂict to ‘strategic hamlets’ to isolate
them from guerrilla insurgents. Similar tactics have been used
throughout Central America, in Uganda and in Bangladesh.

It is not being argued here that all the diverse forms of rural
relocation reviewed above involve the same level of coercion. Nor
is it argued that they invariably have sinister motives. But most
have the effect, if not always the aim or motivation, of consolidating

state power over rural people, usually to their disadvantage. The
threat of the use of force is also always present. Like urban
removals, compulsory rural relocation invariably jeopardizes
human rights.

A Humanitarian Response?
No one could deny that the rapid worldwide urban expansion over
the last 40 years has created immense problems. The motivations
for forced removals to the countryside might therefore be understandable, even if the methods used cannot be endorsed. The ends
may be justiﬁable, the means not.
The fact, though, is that forced urban removals do not work:

and it is doubtful if they would work even if implemented
‘humanely’. So long as the fundamental attractions of the cities
remain and the root causes of rural impoverishment are 16ft
untackled, people will carry on moving to the urban areas. If they
are forcibly removed, they will simply make their way back to the
urban centres. As things stand, people believe, rightly or wrongly,
that they will be better off in towns.
The obvious solution is to remove the imbalances between town
and country. Obvious, but is it possible? The potential politlcal
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costs of pursuing such a strategy have already been noted. The tenor
of rural development policy among the international donor agencies
has for more than a decade favoured peasant agriculture, both as
a subsistence and a commercial activity. Yet the implementation
0f ‘small farmer’ projects have still to make any appreciable impact
on the outﬂow of people from the countryside. Is this because the
policies are wrong, or are not being implemented with enough con—
viction? Or is a strategy for improving conditions in rural areas
impossible to devise?

An alternative argument is made by J .K. Galbraith in his book
The Nature of Mass Poverty. He reminds us that the expansion of
cities has traditionally accompanied and fuelled growth, as the
history of the developed world attests. This argument also points
to the recent history of South East Asia, where in the 19605 there

was much talk of ‘ovemrbanization’ as rural emigrants ﬂooded into
the towns in a vain search for employment. A decade later this
region contained several major centres of industrial and commercial
development, although, of course, the beneﬁts were highly unequal in distribution. Perhaps the lesson is that it might be best to
accept that many people want to live in cities, and to devise development policies accordingly.
Urban removals have rarely been open to the intervention of the
international community or the scrutiny of humanitarian organizations. Indeed, with the exceptions of South Africa and Kampuchea,
remarkably little has been said about the arbitrary expulsion of the
urban poor by governments around the world. International agen—
cies have, however, been invited to participate in rural relocation
programmes, a number of which have received substantial ﬁnancial

and technical aid. The agencies’ involvement has been particularly
important because it gives governments legitimacy and endorses
their programmes. At the same time the participation of such agen—
cies gives them some leverage over the formulation and implementation of rural relocation policies.
Donors have so far been unable or unwilling to use this leverage
effectively. In the case of the Indonesian transmigration scheme,
World Bank funding has provoked considerable protest. Several
human rights groups have repeatedly drawn the Bank’s attention
to the evidence of human rights abuses in West Papua. They have
Urged it to withdraw funding until the programme conforms to the
Bank’s own guidelines on the rights of tribal peoples. The Bank
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has, however, continued to approve its loans towards the pro.

gramme, bringing its total commitment to $563 million by
mid—1985.
The Ethiopian relocation programme has also brought to the fore
the issue of donor participation in programmes that abuse human
rights. The programme has split the 50 or so relief and develop-

ment organizations working in the country. Broadly speaking, the
intergovernmental agencies have critically supported the programme, while most of the voluntary agencies, especially those
working in the north, have strongly opposed it.
The entry of gee—political considerations—western donor states

have lined up against the Soviet—backed Ethiopian govemment—
has added to the difficulties of conducting a reasoned analysis of
the programme. Confronted with the unremitting, and sometimes
unthinking, hostility of some western governments and the lob—

bies of local liberation movements, the Ethiopian government has
simply rejected all criticisms of the programme. A more constructive policy might open up the relocation programme to impartial
observation and ensure that it is carried out humanely and effectively. The ambivalent attitude of the agencies to the scheme does,
however, reﬂect some very real humanitarian dilemmas: is the use
of force acceptable in cases of extreme national emergency; and
under what circumstances can the international community afford
to endorse such a View?
The circumstances which drive governments to relocate people
against their will do not spring up overnight. They develop
gradually and are therefore foreseeable. It is surely possible to
devise policies that pre—empt the need for the draconian ‘solution’
of forced relocation—a solution that has proved so costly in human
and economic terms. One role of the international community might
be to monitor potential problem areas and to advise and warn
governments of impending crises. Should population relocation
prove to be unavoidable, due to the failure of such an early warning system, the least the international community can do is to ensure
that it is carried out in a humane way. The record so far is not
encouraging.

9. Seeking Sanctuary:
Displaced People Within
Developing Countries
‘Statistics are only reference points
for reality. We can summarize a
million lives in a short paper, but
eventually we must deal with human
problems. '
Yul Brynner. 1960

Nobody knows precisely how many people throughout the world
have been uprooted and displaced within their own country. There
is no special international organization to protect and assist such
people. There is very little in international law designed to regulate
their treatment. As a result, many live in conditions of extreme

insecurity and abject poverty. This chapter looks at the plight of
such ‘internally displaced people’, particularly those who are the
victims of internal tensions. civil war or international conﬂict.

Dealing with the Displaced
Many of the people who are uprooted from their homes do not cross
national borders to become recognized refugees but remain within
their own country. Some have no other option: they live in locations
far away from the nearest border, or are unable to reach a country
that will offer them asylum. Others make a conscious decision to
remain in their own country, often because they can find a tem—
porary refuge with friends or relatives, or because they wish to

return to their homes as soon as the danger which is threatening
them has gone.
There is no official estimate of the number of people who currently ﬁnd themselves in this situation. No international agency

is responsible for collecting such data, and it is sometimes difﬁcult
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to make a realistic distinction between displaced people and Other
migrants or nomads. There are known to be at least a million
displaced people in Central America, 500,000 in Angola, and
225,000 on the Thai/Kampuchean border. According to the World

highland regions have taken refuge in the capital city. Even here
they are not safe. Death squads pursue, kill or kidnap those who
are considered to be sympathetic towards the guerrillas. The police
and army carry out ‘dragnet’ operations throughout the city, keep—
ing the displaced people there in a state of constant anxiety.
On the Thai/Kampuchean border, it is reported that Khmer Rouge
soldiers still hold several thousand displaced people in conditions
of fear. Detention without trial and forced penal labour in heavily

Council of Churches, 250,000 Sri Lankan Tamils were made

homeless by the communal disturbances of 1983, while 400,000
Mozambican families have been uprooted by drought and war.
Recent estimates by the UN Ofﬁce for Emergency Operations in
Africa (OEOA) indicate that at least three million people have been

mined areas are imposed for the most trivial offences. At the same

time, they must endure periodic exchanges of ﬁre between contending forces or attacks by the Vietnamese army, which is attempting
to eliminate the Khmer Rouge and other armed opponents of the
administration in Phnom Penh.

uprooted by famine and civil conﬂict in countries such as Ethiopia,
Sudan, and Chad. The numbers of internally displaced persons in
Lebanon during the last decade of continuous local armed conﬂict

is difﬁcult to estimate at any given time but must run into hundreds
of thousands.

During the Israeli invasion of Lebanon, displaced Palestinians

As has already been shown, it is extremely difﬁcult for the inter-

were arrested and put in detention. Shelters erected for the

national community to guarantee the safety and well-being of
displaced people who leave their country of origin. Armed attacks
on refugee camps, the abduction of politically active exiles and
assaults on uprooted people making their way to a country of asylum
are all growing in frequency and scale. Few people realize that
the plight of internally displaced people is often much worse than
that endured by refugees. In some countries, the act of leaving one’s
community is considered to be evidence of subversive activity.
Displaced people may therefore be reluctant to register with govemmental or even non—govemmental organizations offering assistance.
These organizations work under severe pressures: at times of conﬂict, transport and communication is difﬁcult. Travel can be
dangerous. As far as the government is concerned, political and
strategic considerations may take precedence over humanitarian

stage forbidden to reconstruct the refugee camps or even to pro—
vide tents for their inhabitants.
The insecurity of many displaced people is perhaps illustrated
most graphically by the case of El Salvador. In order to receive
ofﬁcial assistance, displaced Salvadoreans must register with the
authorities and provide details of their personal background. Many
refuse to do this, fearing that those details will be used by the
military and death squads to identify and eliminate relatives or
fellow villagers. In response, the government considers that the
200,000 unregistered people are by deﬁnition ‘subversive’. In some
areas they have been bombed, strafed and mortared, sometimes
while waiting to collect food supplies from non-governmental relief

assistance. Even workers from outside the country may be regarded

organizations are kept under surveillance. Any displaced person

with suspicion and harassed.
There is no shortage of evidence to substantiate these observa—
tions. In Ethiopia, displaced people in the northern provinces are
subjected to aerial bombardment by government forces engaged
in the war against rebel guerrillas. Despite the large amounts of
aid that have reached Ethiopia during the current famine, it now
seems clear that the distribution of emergency foodstuffs in the Contested areas of Tigre and Eritrea has received a much lower priOl'lt)’
than it deserves.

leaving the refuge runs the risk of arrest, torture and even death.

Palestinians were demolished, and the United Nations was at one

organizations. Safe havens run by the church and voluntary

Controls on Mobility
Once they have been uprooted, displaced people are liable to
Physical assault and deprivation. They are also likely to have new
restrictions imposed upon their freedom of movement.
In a number of recent cases, displaced people have been
Prevented from moving out of the general area where they have

In Guatemala, at least 100,000 people from the contested
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been uprooted or to which they have ﬂed. Between 1982 and 1984,
for example, thousands of Ugandans in the ‘Luwero Triangle’ north
of Kampala were forced out of their homes by a brutal counter-

insurgency operation. Around 120,000 of the ﬂeeing civilians were
held in the area, rounded up, and transferred to camps under the

rigorous control of the army and security services. The displaced
people were screened in an attempt to identify any who were guer~
rilla sympathizers. The areas outside the camps became a free-ﬁre
zone. Anyone found at large there was assumed to be a guerrilla
and dealt with accordingly.
Conditions in the camps were horrendous. Medical facilities were
minimal. The residents had to forage for food and fuel. There was
not enough water to go round. A dusk—to-dawn curfew was
imposed. At night, there were frequent cases of women being raped,
while men were attacked and abducted. Meanwhile, their aban—

doned homes and farms were being looted and ransacked by the
army.
Displaced people are also confronted with the opposite problem:
once uprooted, they are liable to be sent back to their homes against
their will and without adequate preparation. Three recent African
cases illustrate this point.
At the end of 1983, the Ugandan government decided to disband
many of the camps for displaced people in the Luwero Triangle.
The camp’s inhabitants were summarily ordered back to their
villages, while their makeshift huts were set on ﬁre by the army.

Only after a considerable amount of diplomatic pressure did the
government attempt to launch a proper rehabilitation programme
for these people.
In December 1984, the Sudanese government announced that the
displaced people who had moved from the west of the country [0
the banks of the Nile were to be sent home. Fleets of lorries arrived
on the outskirts of Omdurman, decorated with banners proclaiming

the ‘Glorious Return’ that was about to take place. Government
agents then proceeded to round up truck-loads of displaced people
and to send them back to the famine areas from which they had
only recently ﬂed.
In April 1985, the Ethiopian authorities burnt down the shelters
of at least 35,000 displaced people at the Ibnat feeding centre, and
instructed them to go home and prepare their land for plantlng.
Officials asserted that the camp had grown too large, and that It
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was essential for the displaced people to go home and grow food
during the rainy season. Critics of the government disputed this,
claiming that the destruction of Ibnat was part of a systematic
attempt to punish people who normally lived in areas under the
control of armed opposition movements.
Finally, as suggested in the last chapter, in a large number of
recent cases governments have forcibly relocated displaced people
in order to gain military and political advantages. In El Salvador,
displaced people have been forced by the threat of ration
withdrawals to accept relocation in areas recently taken from the
govemment’s gmerrilla opponents. Similarly, in the Chittagong Hill
Tracts of Bangladesh, tribal peoples displaced by Bengali settlers
have reportedly been relocated in ‘strategic villages” in an attempt
to counter the military operations of the opposition Shanti Bahini
movement.
The government of Guatemala has used the relocation strategy
most systematically in its efforts to combat armed opposition. In
July 1984, a law was passed establishing a ‘plan of action’ for the
relocation of all displaced people. Massive amounts of money and
other resources were allocated to four ‘development poles’, where

the displaced people are to live in 40 ‘model villages’. Through
these villages, the authorities hope to be able to re-educate and

regulate the rural population, and to establish secure bases from
which counter-insurgency operations can be launched.
It would be wrong to suggest that the organized removal of
displaced people inevitably involves the violation of humanitarian
principles. Indeed, in situations of intense communal conﬂict,
voluntary relocation might be the only certain form of protection
available to the minority community. During the Sri Lankan distur—
bances of 1983, for example, more than 4,000 Tamils in Colombo

chose to be moved to the northern part of the island, where their
community constitutes a majority of the population. The relocation
of displaced Biharis from Bangladesh to Pakistan is likely to take
place on a much larger scale. An international trust has recently
raised funds from various sources towards the cost of resettling
up to 250,000 of these Biharis who have lived in abject conditions

in displaced persons’ camps for the last 14 years.
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Palestinians, and the repair of UNRWA’s own damaged installa-

Organizational Protection and Assistance
tions. Communal ﬁghting around Beirut and the Israeli army’s

The international community’s response to the plight of displaced
people has been unsystematic. No single UN agency is speciﬁcally
mandated to protect and assist internally displaced people. The UN
High Commissioner for Refugees‘ concern is normally limited to
those who have left their country of origin. On occasion, however,
UNHCR’s mandate is extended to assist people in their own country
at the request of the Secretary—General or the General Assembly
of the United Nations, and of the government of the country
concerned.
In the past, such requests have tended to occur when displaced
people were living in an area where there was already a substantial
UNHCR assistance programme for returning refugees. In the
mid-1970s, such joint programmes were established in countries
such as Guinea—Bissau, Mozambique, Angola, and Sudan. In the

latter country, for example, UNHCR was responsible for
facilitating the return of 180,000 refugees from neighbouring coun—
tries at the end of the civil war. In addition, over half a million
internally displaced Sudanese were assisted with food, medicine,
and other services. But UNHCR has also run programmes for
displaced people within a single country, particularly when the
country had been divided by civil war. Examples include Vietnam,
Laos and Cyprus.
To many observers, during the 1970s, such operations suggested
that a de facto extension of the High Commissioner’s mandate was

activities in the south of the country eventually forced UNRWA
to prolong the programme for almost two years.
On the Thai/Kampuchean border, the UN Children’s Fund

(UNICEF) and the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) were initially responsible for assisting people displaced after
the collapse of the Khmer Rouge government. In 1982, UNICEF
was replaced by a temporary ad hoc body, the UN Border Relief
Operation (UNBRO). This new initiative was organized around

an existing World Food Programme operation, but is funded
directly by donor governments.
More recently, in the famine areas of Africa, the task of

coordinating relief to displaced people both within and outside their
own country was delegated to another new temporary body, the
UN Office for Emergency Operations in Africa (OEOA),
established at the end of 1984 by the Secretary-General. Its principal
function has been to facilitate communication and co-operation
between all the governmental, intergovernmental and voluntary
agencies involved in the relief operation. In addition, it has been

mobilizing funds from donor states and helping African govern—
ments to develop their own capacity for emergency relief and to
pave the way for long—term development and self sufﬁciency.
In many situations around the world, the international com-

munity’s efforts to help displaced people have been channelled not
through the UN system, but through the Red Cross. The ICRC
is a neutral institution which operates in times of war and civil con—

taking place. In the 19805, however, financial and political
ﬂict. Established in 1859 by Henri Dunant, a businessman from

pressures have halted this process, and UNHCR has proved reluc—
tant to come to the rescue of internally displaced people. The
governments of both Nicaragua and El Salvador have invited the
High Commissioner to establish programmes for displaced people.
but both requests were turned down.
Recent initiatives to assist displaced people have therefore proceeded on an ad hoc basis. In Lebanon, the UN Relief and Works
Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) was on hand to launch
a $42—million emergency operation for Palestinians displaced by
the Israeli invasion of 1982. The operation was originally intended
to last between six and twelve months, and involved the restoration

of regular health and educational services, rehousing homeless
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Geneva, it remains a private organization, directed by a group of
25 Swiss citizens. It is financed by voluntary contributions from
national Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, as well as govern-

ments and intergovernmental bodies. It is responsible for promoting
the Geneva Conventions and Protocols, which provide the legal
base for its humanitarian role.
The ICRC was originally established to care for sick and
Wounded soldiers, but has gradually assumed a much wider role.
During the First World War it turned its attention to prisoners of
war and their families, and later began to assist with the repatriation
of refugees, the prevention of disease, and the improvement of
public health. In 1949 the Fourth Geneva Convention was
121
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introduced, which has allowed the ICRC to become more directly
involved in the care of the civilian population in times of war and
disaster.
According to a recent ICRC policy statement, the Red Cross
‘should at all times be ready to assist and to protect refugees,

displaced persons and returnees. . .especially when they cannot
beneﬁt from any other protection or assistance, as in the case of
some internally displaced persons.’ This assistance may include
‘visits to detainees, feeding programmes, the provision of shelter,
clothing and health care’.
The national Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies work within
their own countries, assisting the public authorities in a wide variety
of tasks such as health care, disaster relief, first aid and blood dona-

tion. Before recognizing a national society, the ICRC ensures that
it conforms to certain ‘conditions of recognition’, including a sufﬁcient degree of autonomy from governments to act in accordance
with Red Cross principles. The League of Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies, with its headquarters in Geneva, is the world
federation of the national societies, and acts as their coordinating

body.

mission stations and temples have also played an important role
as temporary refuges for displaced people in countries such as
Guatemala, Uganda and Sri Lanka.
Finally, governments throughout the world are involved in the
provision of assistance to their own displaced citizens. In coun—
tries where disasters are rare, this task is often undertaken by the
armed forces and regular emergency services. Elsewhere,
specialized relief ministries and agencies have been established to
care for vulnerable sections of the population such as displaced
people and refugees.
Ethiopia provides a good example. Its Relief and Rehabilitation
Commission (RRC) was established during the famine of 1974.
It is now generally recognized as one of the most effective govemmental relief agencies in Africa. The RRC has four main functions:
early warning and planning; the provision of relief; the co—
ordination of external aid; transport and logistics. In the recent
emergency it concentrated on food distribution to displaced people and other famine victims, leaving medical care and supplementary feeding to the voluntary agencies. It has a staff of 17,000 and
more than 400 ﬁeld stations.

Since the Biafran conﬂict in the late 19605, the Red Cross has

provided protection and assistance to displaced people in many of
the world’s major conﬂicts and disasters. For the last six years,
the ICRC has been providing material and medical help to Angolans
uprooted by the conﬂict between government forces and UNITA.
Since 1979, an ICRC delegation in El Salvador has been working
with the Salvadorean Red Cross to assist victims of the civil war.
About 100,000 people beneﬁt from this programme.
In many other developing countries, major voluntary agencies
such as Oxfam, Médecins sans Frontieres and World Vision are

involved in the provision of relief to internally displaced people.
In Central America, the church has assumed a vital role in the areas

of material asistance and physical protection. In El Salvador the
church provides sanctuaries for unregistered displaced people and
those without identity documents. The San Roque refuge, for exam—
ple, is housed in a Catholic parish church in San Salvador, and
provides a home for 400 displaced people. The Fey Esperanza
refuge, located in an isolated area near the capital city, houses over
600 unregistered displaced people. It is run by the Lutheran Church,
with the help of some professional health workers. Churches,
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The Vulnerability of Displaced People
A large number of governmental, intergovernmental and voluntary
organizations are involved in offering protection and assistance to
people who are uprooted within their own country. And yet, as
described earlier, displaced people remain a particular vulnerable
group. In most parts of the world they enjoy little security, they
invariably suffer from material deprivation, and are liable to be
moved, or prevented from moving, against their will. Why have
the current organizational arrangements for the protection and
assistance of displaced people proved so inadequate?
Institutional Constraints
There is a considerable degree of confusion over the responsibility

of various intergovernmental agencies for the protection and
material status of displaced people. When the Thai/Kampuchean
border problem arose, for example, UNHCR refused to become

involved unless the people concerned had clearly entered Thailand
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and could be considered as refugees. Unlike UNHCR, UNICEF
agreed to work on the Thai/Kampuchean border, but found it
impossible to limit assistance to women and children as its mandate

requires. The subsequent creation of UNBRO is considered by some
people to be a creative response to this situation, but others point

out that the assistance provided by UNICEF and UNBRO has
encouraged the perpetuation of an intolerable situation. In addition,

UNBRO does not have a mandate to provide protection like
UNHCR.
The crisis in Ethiopia has again brought this issue to the fore.
UNHCR has assisted displaced Ethiopians in Sudan, not necessarily
because they are, strictly speaking, refugees, but simply because
they are destitute people who have crossed an international border.
Even with the creation of the OEOA and the appointment of special
representatives of the Secretary-General for emergency operations
in Africa, many voluntary agencies have complained about a lack
of co-ordination amongst the intergovernmental agencies and the
weakness of UN interventions in Ethiopia.
The OEOA understandably had problems with other intergovem—
mental bodies such as the UN Disaster Relief Ofﬁce (UNDRO),

which also has a coordinating and monitoring function. In the
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But the Kampucheans were ordered out of the building by the
Khmer Rouge, and many were never seen again. More recently,
in Iran the ICRC has had difﬁculties in assisting displaced people
and others affected by the war with Iraq. It was also expelled at
one time from Uganda, excluded from Guatemala and Afghanistan,
and prevented from working in areas of active conﬂict within
Ethiopia and El Salvador.
The ICRC’s impartiality is constantly under attack. In order to
preserve its neutrality, the ICRC rarely speaks out in public against
the parties to any conﬂict. It prefers to keep the lines of communication open with both sides. Confidentiality is an essential part of
its dealings.
In Ethiopia, this stance has prompted the Tigre People’s
Liberation Front to complain that the ICRC is far too friendly
towards the government in Addis Ababa. In Uganda, the Obote
regime prevented Red Cross convoys from reaching displaced people in Luwero, claiming that relief supplies were ﬁnding their way
to the guerrillas of the National Resistance Army. After 1979, the
new government in Phnom Penh used diplomatic pressure in an
unsuccessful attempt to prevent the ICRC from providing aid to
displaced people on the border with Thailand.

words of the head of the OEOA, ‘nobody likes to be co-

In El Salvador, the ICRC’s neutrality has not been attacked, but

ordinated. . .inevitably we tread on toes in the process.’
Similarly, the ICRC, which is a highly respected humanitarian
organization, has had serious difﬁculties in offering adequate pro—
tection and assistance to displaced people, partly due to its mandate
and partly by the political realities of relief work.
ICRC works essentially in ‘emergency situations’, and gives the
greatest priority to aiding civilians in conﬂict zones who are beyond
the reach of government agencies. It is understandably reluctant
to become involved with groups of displaced people who have
moved out of conflict zones to areas where they are under the pro-

cruelly exploited. In order to retain a good working relationship
with the government, the ICRC has provided the authorities with
details of its food deliveries to displaced people. In 1983 and 1984
this information was used by the military to organize attacks on
the displaced people as they assembled to collect their rations. As
a result, many were deterred from seeking further assistance, and
the ICRC was forced to make a substantial cut in its feeding programme. Not surprisingly, the ICRC has refused to take on the
task of coordinating assistance to the displaced in El Salvador,
believing that this would inevitably lead to conﬂict with the govemment or charges of collaboration from the guerrillas.

tection, benevolent or not, of a national government.
ICRC can only intervene to assist the victims of conﬂict if per-

mitted to do so by both parties. Such permission is by no means
guaranteed. The ICRC was excluded from Kampuchea throughout
the period of Khmer Rouge rule and immediately after the
Vietnamese armed intervention of 1979. In 1975, when the Khmer

Rouge captured Phnom Penh, foreigners and their Kampuchean
friends sought refuge in the French Embassy under ICRC auspices124

The Politicization of Relief
When governments provide assistance to people who have been
displaced by war, civil conﬂict or counter-insurgency operations,
then there is almost inevitably a political motive. Aid is used not
only to help the needy and vulnerable, but to reinforce governmental authority.
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In the Ethiopian crisis, for example, the Relief and Rehabilitation Commission’s autonomy has been steadily eroded. The Commissioner is a member of the ruling party’s Central Committee,
but since 1984 he has reported to another committee, controlled
by the Politburo. This is the country’s supreme decision-making

body, which has been accused of putting political objectives well
above humanitarian assistance.
Sometimes, as in the controversial programme to relocate

displaced people from the northern provinces, the RRC has no
option but to implement the policies laid down by the Politburo.
In other cases, as in the forcible evacuation of the Ibnat feeding

centre, party ofﬁcials and the security services simply acted without
consulting the RRC.
In El Salvador, one government agency, CONARA, is directed
by the military, and is responsible for the displaced people who
are destined for relocation. Confronted with popular resistance to
this policy, CONARA has used the threat of food withdrawals to
gain compliance with its plan.
The other government aid agency, CONADES, is based within
the Ministry of the Interior. It functions through departmental committees, on which local army commanders are represented. Through
these commanders, the military has complete access to the personal details of all displaced people in receipt of government aid.
Displaced people in the contested areas therefore cannot win.
If they register with CONADES, the authorities might examine
their personal details, identify them as guerrilla sympathizers, and
single them out for persecution. If they do not register, they will
be regarded as subversives anyway. If they actively assist the
government, they are liable to be attacked by the guerrillas.
In both of these countries, the politics of assistance to displaced
people is not simply a domestic affair but involves, directly or
indirectly, major foreign powers.
In such highly politicized contexts, voluntary agencies, churches
and other independent relief agencies ﬁnd it very difﬁcult to assrst
the displaced with any degree of freedom.
In Guatemala, voluntary agencies can only operate with military
permission. In most cases, they are only allowed to channel
resources into areas where it suits the army’s strategic interests.
In El Salvador, relief workers from the Lutheran and Cathollc
churches have been detained, prosecuted, tortured and even killed.
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Contrary to international law, medical workers are treated as com—
batants, while medical supplies are prevented from reaching contested areas.
During the Luwero Triangle crisis in Uganda, workers from
voluntary agencies were excluded from the area at night, when the
majority of military atrocities and abuses took place. When the
agencies helped to establish camps for the displaced people, the
government seized the opportunity to screen the residents and to
take away those suspected of opposition sympathies. In Ethiopia,
the voluntary agencies have also been under constant pressure to
keep quiet about human rights violations.

Defending the Displaced
People who are displaced within their own country by war and civil
conﬂict are in many cases worse off than those who leave their
homeland. Refugees can be granted asylum. They can be protected
and assisted by UNHCR and can normally be assured that they
will not be returned to their own country involuntarily and that
efforts will be made by the international conununity to ﬁnd a lasting
solution to their problems.
None of these conditions holds true for the displaced. They
remain under the jurisdiction of their own government, which in
many cases has been responsible for uprooting them. If that government continues to persecute or harass them, the only kind of pro-

tection they can seek is that offered by voluntary agencies, churches
and international organizations. But such bodies are themselves
usually obliged to work within the parameters set by government.
What can be done about this? The international community is
founded on the principle of state sovereignty, and governments can
almost act as they please within their own borders. Their excesses
may, regrettably, be condoned and even somewhat encouraged by
their more powerful allies.
Nevertheless, new initiatives to assist the displaced are urgently
needed. Programmes designed to resettle displaced people in their
OWn communities may play a vital role in reconciliation and the
re-establishment of peace in a country. As governments adopt more
restrictive attitudes towards refugees, and as refugee settlements
acquire an unanticipated permanence, work with the displaced is
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becoming more and more important. What measures need to be
taken?
Violations of human rights cannot be regarded as falling solely
within the domestic jurisdiction of a state. Both the UN Charter

and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights have conﬁrmed
the legitimacy of the international community‘s concern for the
protection of fundamental rights and freedoms. This concern is not
limited to people who have become refugees but extends equally
to people within their own country. Any efforts to improve the
situation of displaced people must therefore be founded on a carnpaign to adjust the notion of national sovereignty to contemporary
humanitarian needs so that the rights guaranteed to individuals
under international human rights conventions are fully respected.
The rights of displaced people have not yet been fully recognized
in international law. Those who are victims of war are protected
by the Fourth Geneva Convention of 1949, as extended by two

Protocols of 1977. But Protocol I has been signed by only 51 states
and Protocol II by 44. They have not yet been ratiﬁed by most
of the NATO and Warsaw Pact countries. Moreover, some

signatories, such as El Salvador, do not admit that the Conventions
are applicable to the ‘non—international’ armed conﬂicts taking place
within their borders.
The Geneva Conventions and Protocols are not a panacea. Their
existence has not prevented widespread barbarity in times of war,
even amongst signatory states. And yet they do provide a standard
against which belligerents can measure their actions. A wider
knowledge and acceptance of the internationally agreed instruments
would undoubtedly help alleviate the plight of internally displaced
people.
Armed conﬂict is not, of course, the only cause of internal

displacements. When people are displaced by internal tension and
turmoil that falls short of armed conﬂict, the ICRC has no direct

formal mandate to protect them. As an organization with extensive
experience in the field and a reputation for neutrality, it should
be enabled to gain access to displaced people beyond the reach of
UN organizations or voluntary agencies.
There is also a strong case to be made for clarifying UNHCR’S

role in assisting and protecting displaced people. As indicated
earlier, UNHCR has normally assisted displaced people only When
requested by the UN Secretary-General or the General Assembly
128

Seeking Sanctuary
and allowed to do so by the authorities concerned. Furthermore,

it is not clear whether UNHCR’s protection mandate applies in
any way at all to such people. An important step forward could
be taken if the UN General Assembly were to clarify the situation
and provide for adequate institutional arrangements on behalf of
internally displaced people.
Finally, states should use whatever leverage they possess to
improve the situation of displaced people. Such leverage is of considerable importance and can at times play a decisive role. In
Uganda, the Commonwealth countries were able to bring about

changes in the government’s attitude towards displaced people in
the Luwero triangle. In Central America, however, efforts by the

Contadora group of countries have not yet resulted in any substantial
improvement in the situation of the displaced. Public awareness
and international opinion have an important role in any remedial
action taken at national or regional level. The increasingly signiﬁcant part played by the media has become a vital factor in this
context.
Donor states and international organizations should therefore be
urged to support governmental programmes of assistance to
displaced people only when certain conditions are fulﬁlled. First,
those programmes should conform to the requirements of the Fourth
Geneva Convention. This guarantees an ICRC presence, prohibits
the use of violence against civilians, and speciﬁes the situations

in which relocation programmes can be implemented.
Second, donors should ensure that relief programmes for
displaced people are able to function independently of the military.
Where governmental relief agencies are subject to stringth political
controls, assistance should be channelled as far as possible through
international organizations and reputable non-govemmental agen—
cies. Particular emphasis should be placed on channelling assistance
to urban areas, where displaced people often congregate in condi—
tions of extreme poverty.
Finally, assistance programmes for the displaced, like those for
refugees, should guarantee choice and participation for the people
concerned. It has been suggested that relief aid imposes its own
kind of imprisonment, creating conditions of dependency and
hopelessness. Many displaced people are already prisoners within
their own country, and must be empowered to regain control of
their lives.
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10. Anticipation and
Action
‘The only way to predict the ﬁtture
is to have the power to shape the
ﬁxture ’
Eric Hoffer, 1954

In the aftermath of virtually every mass displacement there is a
call for the development of improved early warning systems. The
famine in the Horn of Africa has brought this question to the
forefront of public debate. People all over the world have asked
why action was not taken to prevent starvation at an early stage
of the famine or to anticipate the movement of refugees across and
'
within state boundaries.
Two schools of thought have emerged on this important subject.
On one side, there are those who think that while it might be possible to give an early warning of environmental disasters, most
refugees are the victims of ‘man—made disasters’ such as wars,
invasions and civil conﬂicts, which are more difﬁcult to predlct.
Only with the advantage of hindsight, they would claim, do refugee
.
movements appear predictable.
On the other side, there are those who believe that the informanon

required to predict refugee movements is readily available. Some
scholars believe that a computer programme can be developed to
process this information and to provide accurate forecasts of
involuntary migration. Other observers prefer a less sophistlcated
approach. What is needed, they say, is an analysis of the Situation
of vulnerable groups on the basis of a sound knowledge of the area,
its people and the historical, socio—economic and political envrronment. Perhaps the best answer lies somewhere between these tWO
.
schools of thought.
As suggested earlier, people who are confronted With a threat
to their life or liberty must take a number of decisions. Should they
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stay put or ﬂee from their homes? If they decide to ﬂee, where
should they go? Should they leave as individuals, in families, or
move en masse? Their answers to these questions are determined
by a wide variety of practical, cultural and psychological factors.
It would seem unwise to imagine that such complex human
behaviour can be predicted with scientiﬁc accuracy.
But it would be equally unwise to reject the whole notion of early
warning. By studying past mass displacements, it is possible to
discern some general patterns in the way people decide to uproot
themselves. By analysing current information in the light of those
patterns, it should be possible to anticipate refugee movements and,
more signiﬁcantly, to take appropriate action. Here again, one
comes across two approaches: one that emphasises the possibility
of averting new ﬂows of refugees and the other that stresses better
preparedness to meet the emergency situation arising from a new
ﬂow. Of course, one does not exclude the other.
In fact, most mass exoduses start with a trickle discernible to

those knowledgeable about the area and the people concerned. The
weeks or months in between are the critical period which could
be put to good use both to prepare for the emergency and, where
possible, to take appropriate measures to contain the situation in
the country of origin. Timely action can certainly help avert considerable hardship and even save many lives.

Patterns of Displacement
Much of the existing research on refugee movements focuses on
the ‘root causes’ identiﬁed earlier, such as environmental degrada‘
tion, communal violence, war and civil conﬂict, political or racial
persecution, economic and social stress.

While these root causes obviously lie at the heart of a refugee’s
decision to abandon his or her home, an analysis of root causes
alone has little predictive power. In many, perhaps most, refugee
situations, the people who uproot themselves constitute a minority
of the population which is affected by the same root causes. At
times of famine, for example, some people will abandon their
village, others may leave their country altogether, particularly if
they habitually live close to an international boundary. But the
majority will probably die at home or struggle for survival there
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until the critical situation is over.
Predictions of refugee movements must therefore focus more on
speciﬁc processes and events, and the ways in which different
groups within a community respond to them, than on general root
causes.
Moving to another country is only one of the possible ways of
coping. In Ethiopia, many Tigreans abandoned their homes only
after selling their personal possessions and their livestock, and after
trying to seek credit or mortgaging their future crops. Many
Ugandans who were threatened by military violence after 1980 ﬁrst
attempted to remain in their villages. Then they escaped to the bush
within Uganda. Next they moved to the border areas, and ﬁnally
they crossed into the neighbouring countries. In both cases, these
survival mechanisms provided an indication that mass refugee
movements were likely to take place. Whether, when and how they
will take place can be anticipated through an analysis of ‘intervening
factors’. These include the geographical location of the threatened
community, its distance from an international boundary, and the

proximity of a state which is willing to grant them asylum.
The inability to ﬁnd a safe means of escape, for example, has
frequently determined the size of a refugee movement. The ﬂight
of Kampucheans into Thailand during the period of Khmer Rouge
rule was minimal, despite the horriﬁc conditions endured by the
majority of people. People simply could not escape.
Finally, if a refugee ﬂow is to be anticipated, the observer must
identify the ‘triggering events” which frequently set a refugee movement in motion. The event which triggers a mass expulsion might
be quite obvious: for example, an ofﬁcial pronouncement ordering
certain categories of people to leave the country. But the event
which triggers a large internal displacement might be much more
difﬁcult to discern, especially for the outsider. Rumours, for example, often play an important role in determining behaviour When
people are under stress.

Contingency Planning
Early warnings that do not lead to responsive action are useless.
The Ethiopians who were uprooted in 1984—85 will draw no comeI't
from the knowledge that their fate could have been predicted and
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prevented if forecasts of the famine had been taken seriously.
If they are to lead to effective action, early warnings must contain

two elements. First, they should indicate when a mass displacement
is about to take place, and estimate the size and composition of
the population involved. Second, they should assess the capacity
of the receiving area and relevant relief organizations to deal with
the inﬂux.
With this information to hand, contingency measures can be
initiated. Many people in the international assistance system have
tended to underestimate both the value and possibility of contingency planning. Undoubtedly, there are political risks involved.
States often prefer to keep quiet about the dangers experienced by
their citizens. Many are also apprehensive of what they perceive
as ‘self—fulﬁlling prophecies’.
But good contingency planning simply involves taking the initial
steps that an eventual relief operation might require. The key com—
ponent of this process is a ﬂexible plan, around which an actual
relief programme can be built if and when it becomes necessary.
Such a plan would include a sector-by—sector analysis to ensure
that no area is overlooked. It would identify stafﬁng needs as well
as sites where refugees can be received or settled, food availability

and probable logistical bottlenecks. An important part of the plan’s
value is that it can minimize the time needed to gather information
and make decisions once the emergency begins.
When early warning information indicates that a ‘possible’
displacement is becoming a ‘probable’ one, then key resources can
be moved to the area. This must be done in such a way that should
the displacement not materialize, the commitments could be

reversed or redirected at minimum cost. For example, staff who
might eventually be needed could be put on alert. Vehicles that
are already on their way to the country or area affected could be
identiﬁed. Food shipments on the seas could be monitored and
routed in such a way as to allow for a stop in the key port of the
affected country. More importantly, food and medical stocks within
the country or the region could be identiﬁed so that the possibilities
0f borrowing against replacement at a later stage are known in
advance.
Once a major refugee movement has started, contingency planning is no less important. Relief agencies are often so tied up with
current needs and demands that they are unable to think about and
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plan for future scenarios.
For example, in numerous refugee situations, some known contagious diseases have been major killers. Part of the problem derives

international staff were in fact on the spot, working on assistance
programmes for refugees already in the country.
Information exchange is another problem. Humanitarian

from the fact that the medical staff immediately available are so

organizations, both voluntary and intergovernmental, are often

overwhelmed with trying to save the people in front of them that
they fail to recognize early enough the danger of epidemics. One
solution has been to make non—medical people responsible for
overall planning. Similarly, for early warning analysis during an
emergency, it might be useful to employ staff who have no operational responsibilities and whose task is essentially to evaluate a
situation regularly and plan for future needs.
Finally, early warning and contingency planning is required when
refugee movements are slowing down. Too often the only prediction
of future movement is based on a simple extrapolation of past rates.
Given the general tendency for relief efforts to lag behind reality
on the ground, resources often arrive in their greatest quantity just
as the need for them is declining.

reluctant to share information. They tend to treat information as
a precious commodity to be used frugally. Even in large organiza-

The Constraints
Attempts to predict and plan for refugee movements are fraught
with difﬁculties. The complex process of decision-making that
individuals and groups must go through to become refugees escapes
uniform patterns. The dynamics of displacement are not adequately
understood. Uprooted populations are too often perceived as an
homogeneous mass. Research into refugee communities almost
always ignores those who decided to stay behind. In many cases,

tions, communication usually leaves much to be desired. Informa-

tion exchange between staff in potential refugee—sending countries
and potential countries of asylum is often under-utilized because
data first has to travel through the organization’s headquarters,
where it sometimes gets stuck. Similarly, the ﬁeld workers on both

sides are rarely brought together to compare notes. In fact, in many
cases they are so bogged down by daily chores that they are left
with little time to pause, reﬂect, analyse and so have valid notes

to compare.
The best and earliest information about potential movements can
obviously be available at ﬁeld level. Unfortunately, the lack of a
professional career structure in many refugee organizations and
the practice of promoting staff to headquarters means that ﬁeld posts
are often ﬁlled by relative beginners. Decentralization and a ﬁeldoriented approach by headquarters can redress this situation. Additionally, agencies which are repeatedly involved in refugee work
should include an early warning function in the job description and
training of all ﬁeld workers.
Despite the known constraints, it is a fact that recent technological
developments offer a quantity and quality of information on potential mass displacements that has never before been available. The
challenge is to use that technology for creative purposes.

the impact of external factors such as the role and attitude of friendly

countries and the inﬂuence they can exert on the course of events,
is difﬁcult to predict accurately. A great deal more investigation
into these and other issues is required if effective early warning
systems are to be established.

_

Access to relevant information is frequently cited as a major con—
straint on early warning. While this is clearly a genuine problem.
it is sometimes due to a lack of creative effort to identify and utilize
possible resources. International refugee workers, for example,

often state that they cannot give early warnings because they are
not present in a host country until invited in by the governmentBut research has revealed that in most recent mass inﬂuxes,
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Preventive Measures
Effective early warning systems should lead not only to contingency
planning, but also to appropriate preventive measures. Hitherto,
the international community’s efforts to resolve the world refugee
problem have concentrated on remedying refugee situations once
they have taken place. They deal with effects not causes. Yet
experience during recent decades of large-scale movements of
uprooted people in the Third World demonstrates that caring for
people once they have been displaced is not sufﬁcient. Curative
135

Reﬁtgees and Displaced People
humanitarian efforts need to be complemented by forms of
international action and co-operation designed to ‘avert new ﬂows
of refugees’.
The international community has not been oblivious to this problem. In December 1980, following an initiative by the Federal
Republic of Germany, the General Assembly of the United Nations
invited member states to submit suggestions to the SecretaryGeneral on the forms of co-operation needed to avert new refugee
movements. A year later, the Secretary—General appointed a Group
of Governmental Experts to undertake a comprehensive review of
the issue, and to develop appropriate recommendations for action.
After innumerable meetings, the Group submitted its report in May
1986.
Having studied the root causes of mass displacements and the
current framework of refugee protection and assistance, the Group
concluded:
The effectiveness of the efforts of the UN system in questions concerned
with averting new ﬂows of refugees is seriously diminished by the fact
that the principles of international law are not fully observed, that many
decisions taken by the Security Council are not being accepted and car—
ried out, and by the lack of respect for the resolutions of the General
Assembly.

If mass displacements are to be averted, the Report suggests, states
must respect the UN Charter, use peaceful means to resolve

disputes, refrain from pursuing policies which create displaced peo—
ple, and co-operate in efforts to prevent future refugee ﬂows. The
various organs and agencies of the UN should improve their coordination and make fuller use of their respective mandates to tackle
situations and problems which could give rise to mass
displacements.
Few people would argue with such general recommendations.
But the Group of Governmental Experts failed to make speciﬁc
suggestions or to indicate ways in which recent technological
developments and existing information networks could be used to
facilitate early warning and preventive action.
Clearly, one thing that the world community does not need is
another large international bureaucracy. A promising approach
would be to adjust and strengthen the existing facilities for early
warning with a continuing element of leadership.
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One detailed suggestion as to how this might be achieved was
provided in 1981 by the Special Rapporteur to the Human Rights
Commission in a study on massive exoduses. The study envisaged
the creation of an early warning system based on regular collection
of information from all the relevant and reliable sources. On the
basis of this data, the Secretary-General of the United Nations
would be provided with reports on the development of situations
likely to produce mass displacements.
After studying such reports, the Secretary-General could use his
executive authority to determine what action would be required
on the part of the UN system and the international community.
He might at an early stage initiate discussions with the governments
most closely concerned with the volatile situation as well as
appropriate regional organizations.
In the next stage, an executive designated by the SecretaryGeneral, and acting on his behalf, would bring the situation to the

attention of parties which are in a position to take preventive action:
for example, member states, appropriate organs of the UN, the
Commission on Human Rights or the regional organization concerned. Humanitarian agencies would also be alerted, enabling them
to respond quickly if mass movements of people did in fact take
place. The executive would be responsible for ensuring that the
situation was kept under review by relevant bodies. At the same
time, this executive would advise on the best way to apportion aid
between the affected areas and ensure effective coordination
between governments and non-governmental agencies.
The ﬁnal section of the study on massive exoduses also refers
speciﬁcally to the tasks to be entrusted to such an ofﬁcial: to monitor
and forewarn; to depoliticize humanitarian solutions; to carry out

functions which other agencies cannot assume because of institutional or mandatory constraints; and to serve as an intermediary
between the interested parties. The executive might be supported
by a small ad hoc temporary corps of ‘humanitarian observers’,
who could monitor situations in the ﬁeld and, through their
presence, contribute to a de-escalation of tension. This would avoid

building up another bureaucracy.
Such an initiative is, of course, fraught with political problems.
Early warning and preventive action impinge on the decisions taken
and policies pursued by sovereign states. It would undoubtedly be
regarded by some governments as an interference in their internal
137

Reﬁagees and Displaced People
affairs. But this is not an insuperable problem. If strong, impartial
and adroit leadership can be given to such an early warning system,

at least some governmental hostility might be held back. If the
quality of early warning is beyond reasonable dispute, then it would
be useful for the states directly concerned and facilitate the task

of many traditional donors as well as operational agencies.
The time is undoubtedly right for a new and approach to this

problem. Through their response to the crisis in Africa, people
around the world, and of every political persuasion, have
demonstrated their concern for the plight of uprooted people. That
concern must now be mobilized and brought to bear on policy—
makers at national and international levels. Predicting and planning
for refugee movements should be a first step towards preventing
them from happening. And that preventive action must be taken
in the political arena, where the conﬂicts that create most refugees
begin.
Governments in the more prosperous parts of the world have
a special responsibility. In recent years, the industrialized states
have acted in an increasingly intolerant way towards refugees and
asylum—seekers from the developing countries. But all too rarely
have they used the diplomatic and economic resources at their
disposal either to address the root causes or even to contain and
resolve refugee situations. Indeed, by selling arms, holding down
commodity prices and supporting repressive governments, they
have indirectly played a major part in the creation or perpetuation
of conditions for refugee movements.
.
The governments of developed countries must, therefore, begln
to deal with the causes rather than the symptoms of mass displacement. For many, this would entail a major reorientation of current
foreign and economic policies. This will not be achieved overnight.
nor without constant public pressure. It will not come about Simply
as a result of moral exhortation: decision-makers in the developed
countries must be convinced of the pragmatic benefits to be gamed
from promoting development, international co—operation and the
peaceful settlement of disputes. The supporting evidence 15 not hard
to come by. There are lessons to learn from recent events in countries ranging from Poland to Uganda and from Halti t0 the
Philippines. All too often, the world’s most powerful states have
failed to use their inﬂuence and resources to ass1st those who are
poor and powerless.
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Appendix:
Information note on the

Independent Commission
on International
Humanitarian Issues
The establishment of an Independent Commission on International
Humanitarian Issues is the response of a group of eminent persons
from all parts of the world to the need to enhance international
awareness of humanitarian issues and to promote a climate favour—
ing progress in the humanitarian ﬁeld.
The Independent Commission on International Humanitarian
Issues held its ﬁrst plenary meeting in New York in November 1983.
Its work is intended to be a part of the continuing search by the
world community for a more adequate international framework to
uphold human dignity and rise to the challenge of colossal injustices
and humanitarian problems arising with increasing frequency in
a modern world more commonly concerned with economic, political
and military priorities.

Background

In 1981, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a resolu—
tion relating to a New International Humanitarian Order in which
it recognized: ‘the importance of further improving a comprehen—
sive international framework which takes fully into account existing
instruments relating to humanitarian questions as well as the need
for addressing those aspects which are not yet adequately covered.‘
It Was stressed that ‘institutional arrangements and actions of govemmental and non—governmental bodies might need to be further
Strengthened to respond effectively in situations requiring
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.
humanitarian actions.’
The following year, the General Assembly lent its Support to the
‘proposal for establishment, outside the Umted Nations framework,
of an “Independent Commission on International Humanitarlan

Issues” composed of leading personalities in the humanitarian ﬁeld
or having wide experience of government or world affairs
In 1985, the United Nations Secretary-General presented to the
General Assembly a comprehensive report and comments from
governments on the New International Humanitarian Order. The
report included a description of the Independent CommisSion and
its work. In a subsequent resolution, the General Assembly took
note of the activities of the Commission and looked forward to the
outcome of its efforts and its Final Report.

Composition of the Commission
The Commission is an independent body whose members participate in their personal capacity and not as representatives Iof
governments or international bodies to which they may belong. ts
work is intended to complement, not to duplicate, work being done
aSSist,
by existing governmental or non-govemmental bodies, and to

not to interfere with, governmental negotiations or inter-state
to remain
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Appendix
can be particularly effective. These are:

* Humanitarian norms in the context of armed conﬂicts.
* Natural and man—made disasters.
* Vulnerable groups requiring special care and protection such as
refugees and displaced persons, stateless persons, children and
youth, indigenous populations, etc.
The conclusions and recommendations of the Commission are
based on studies carried out with the help of recognized experts
and national or international bodies chosen from all parts of the
world for their specialized knowledge or experience. In addition
to direct input by experts in the form of policy—oriented research
papers, the Commission also sponsors panel discussions or
brainstorming sessions. In order to avoid duplication of effort, com—
plement ongoing projects and help promote innovative solutions,
the Commission works closely with agencies already involved in
dealing with these issues. Heads of these organizations or their
representatives are invited to the Commission’s bi—annual plenary
meetings.
Studies and expert advice received by the Commission as well
as its own delibertions on various issues are reﬂected in a series
of sectoral reports which are published from time to time. These
reports are addressed to policy-makers within governments, regional
bodies, inter—govemmental and non—govemmental organizations and
the general public. They are intended to be readable summaries
of the subject, presenting an overview of the situation, prompting
further research, making recommendations and suggesting concrete
options for follow-up action.
The ﬁrst sectoral report for the Commission, entitled Famine:

A Man-Made Disaster? was published in 1985. The purpose of this
Report was to increase public awareness of the famine conditions
afﬂicting much of Africa and the Third World, recommend positive
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solutions and facilitate further study and analysis of the situation.
The Report has already been published in eight languages, and the
Commission feels that rather than waiting for the publication of
its Final Report, the dissemination of these sectoral reports is a
Worthwhile exercise.
Sectoral reports on Deforestation, Desertiﬁcation, Disappeared
Persons, Street Children, Humanitmian Norms and Armed Conflict,
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and Refugees have been published in 1986. Additional reports on
Indigenous Peoples, Statelessness, Mass Expulsions, Disaster
Management, Urban Migration and other topics are forthcoming.
The Commission’s work will culminate in the publication of its
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Final Report scheduled at the end of 1986. The Final Report will
address the humanitarian implications of a diverse range of global
issues. It will be a policy and practice—oriented blueprint for effective response to the tremendous challenge posed by humanitarian

problems in modern society.
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A REPORT FOR THE INDEPENDENT COMMISSION
ON INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN ISSUES
There are over 13 million refugees in the world today, and their
numbers are rising remorselessly. In addition, as this Report for
a top-level international Commission shows, there are millions

more who are the victims of mass expulsion, forcible relocation
programmes, and internal ﬂight within their own countries.
What are the causes of these mounting sources of human suffering? What conditions do these most vulnerable of people face?
And what, beyond the already extensive humanitarian actions

of the international community, needs to be done to deepen our
understanding of this human tragedy, strengthen international
law, and improve the effectiveness of the agencies involved?
These are the questions taken up in this Report. Drawing on
examples from every part of the world, it is concerned to point
the way forward to realistic and effective ways of anticipating
and preventing — as well as providing immediate assistance to
and long-term solutions for — the rising tide of displaced people.
It draws our attention, in particular, to the hardening attitudes
of Western governments under the double pressure of economic migration and political refugees; the central responsibility
governments bear for so many forms of involuntary migration;
and the gaps and weaknesses in international law and action
which must be remedied if the human rights of refugees and
other displaced persons are to be properly protected.
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