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Introduction

In recent years, the exacerbation of warfare in the Middle East, as well as disarray in regions

where governmental failure creates an inability for administrations to provide for basic human needs, had

pushed for the exodus of asylum-seekers. In Syria, the tumultuous civil war that has rocked the region

since 2011 has led to the largest refugee crisis in the contemporary world, with the UN Refugee Agency

estimating that more than 12 million people have been displaced. As of October 2020, there were around

2.6 million Syrian children living as refugees. In Venezuela, a collapsing economy, shortages of food and

medicine, and rampant insecurity compelled millions of Venezuelans to migrate to nearby countries of

Colombia and Brazil. In more recent months, the blistering pace with which the Taliban seized control

over the country has left the country vulnerable both economically and in terms of human rights.

Economic hardship, the two decades of warfare and insecurity, and general opposition to the Taliban rule

prompted 5.5 million to be internally displaced within Afghanistan, with more than 670,000 being forced

to leave their homes. Countries such as South Sudan also faced rampant violence, hunger and disease,

with the Rohingya facing escalating violence, as well as arbitrary detention, by the Myanmar military

junta. On this matter, at least 82.4 million individuals were forcibly displaced worldwide by the end of 202

as a result of persecution, conflict, violence.

Given the turmoil in such regions as well as the large number of asylum seekers, it is especially

vital to ensure the safe passage of those attempting to seek better opportunities in life. However, in

seeking such opportunities, migrants face issues not only in the passage to More Economically

Developed Countries (MEDCs), but also in deportation. According to the IOM, the central Mediterranean

route between Libya and Italy proved to be the deadliest this year, with 741 people perishing at sea. At

least 250 people died while traveling across the Atlantic Ocean between West Africa and Spain’s Canary

Islands and at least 249 lost their lives on the Western Mediterranean route to Spain. Afshan Khan, the

special coordinator for the Refugee and Migrant Response in Europe, expressed his concern in the
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recent shipwreck off the French coast, where the lives of 27 migrants were lost, calling the tragedy a

“stark reminder that urgent collective action is needed to stop the avoidable loss of life at sea and

prevent similar events from happening again in the future”.

Definition of Key Terms

Refugee

Refugees are defined under the 1951 Refugee Convention, a key legal document with the most

widely accepted definition of refugees, as “Any person who owing to a well-founded fear of being

persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political

opinion, is outside the country of his/her nationality and is unable, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to

avail himself/herself of the protection of that country.” The definition has its origins in the development of

the second World War. The UNHCR Handbook affirms that there is a clear distinction between being a

refugee and being recognized as a refugee, saying that “He does not become a refugee because of

recognition, but is recognized because he is a refugee.” In sum, being a refugee does not come from

being granted a refugee status, but rather one’s personal experiences that are the most important part of

their claim. It must be noted that a person must be recognized as a refugee in order to benefit from the

Convention’s provisions.

Asylum Seeker

An asylum seeker is one who has left their country of origin in pursuit of protection from the

above conditions, but has not been recognized legally as a refugee. Therefore, their claim for refugee

status is formally considered. Asylum seekers have very little rights, stemming from the fact that they are

essentially viewed as a foreign citizen without the protection of their government. One key protection

includes the seekers’ right to entry into a country while their claim of refugee status is being examined.

Apart from this, the Convention does not outline any key aspects of rights of asylum seekers.

Migrant

There is no internationally recognised legal definition of a migrant, so the term is generally used

to describe any given group of people that lack citizenship to their host country. This ‘neutral’ term does

not provide any inherent protection as it does not have a universally accepted definition like that of a

refugee, but it is important to point out that the international human rights laws still provide protection to

such peoples. Therefore, migrants are exempt from a myriad of human rights violations, abuse, and
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xenophobia. However, methods of enforcement in protecting these migrants are sparse and provide little

incentive for host countries.

Internally Displaced Peoples (IDPs)

Internally displaced peoples, or IDPs, are outlined by the United Nations Guiding Principles on

Internal Displacement to describe "persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee

or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the

effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or

human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized state border." The two

main elements in defining an IDP is that the movement must be involuntary and must take place within

national borders; it is important to note that as an IDP, there is no special legal status conferred, and that

the Guiding Principles act only as an authoritative directory. IDPs enjoy the same rights and freedoms as

any other persons in their country, though that would not translate into significant changes in protection.

Refoulement

Refoulement is the forcible removal and return of refugees to their country of origin, wherein they

are liable to persecution and violence. On this matter, the principle of non-refoulement guarantees that

no one should be turned to a country where they would face any sort of inhuman or degrading

punishment. This is a fundamental human right, and is guaranteed irrespective of a migrant’s refugee

status; on this note the prohibition of refoulement is internationally recognized such that it applies to all

persons and in any case that a state exercises jurisdiction. In cases of children, heightened

consideration must be taken, with it being refoulement if a child was returned to a country without

sufficient provision of food or health services.

Background Information and Key Issues

Foreign views of refugees

Though it may seem unrelated to the issue at hand, at least until refugees arrive at the host

country, foreign views on refugees can cause a multitude of effects that ultimately either endangers or

eases passages of migrants. In most cases, however, migrants face foreign opposition from host

countries that undermine their rights to life and security.

Border defenses
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Though it may seem counterintuitive, border defenses often exacerbate problems wherein

migrants are forced to circumvent stringent security checks and therefore rely on human

traffickers, which then encourages host countries to strengthen border security. In 2017, a

coalition of human rights groups published a list of 33,293 people who died as a result of

“militarisation, asylum laws, detention policies and deportations” in Europe, but the continent

seems to rebuff waves of desperate asylum seekers.

Deals with Turkey, which often served as a middle ground between battle-torn territories

and Europe, in 2016 allowed for the restriction of Syrian refugees flowing into Europe, even when

12 million refugees remained displaced by the war. In more recent months, as the Taliban sweep

across Afghanistan, desperate refugees seeking to flee the country are locked into the region not

only due to the Taliban’s on-and-off policies in regards to trade and immigration, but also a rushed

response from western forces withdrawing from Afghanistan, something that is sure to spur only

frantic moves outwards.

Foreign opposition to refugees

In recent months, opposition leaders in Turkey have increasingly weaponized

subjects in regards to refugees, claiming that neighborhoods are under threat of invasion by

Syrians, with political and economic turmoil serving only to worsen the issue. Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu,

chairperson of the Republican People's Party, said that Turkey "will say our goodbyes to our

Syrian guests and will send them to their homes in two years". Anti-refugee sentiments spread by

opposition politicians often served to block and delay bills that allowed for the flow of refugees.

In previous years, president Trump had formed hard boundaries that blocked legal and

illegal immigration, curtailing refugee admissions year by year. In statements expressing his

concern for terrorism, the United States has began to throw away its reputation for being a safe

haven for those persecuted. Trump’s plan had banned refugees from Somalia, Syria, and Yemen

except in cases of “special humanitarian concern”, with terrorism risk being a main concern. Now,

even with Biden’s increasingly liberal role towards admitting refugees, his plans have drawn

backlash and criticism from those who previously backed Trump.

Such xenophobia is not limited to regions in Turkey or the United States, however.

Europe, despite their general willingness to accept refugees, has long faced a problem with

refugee overflow into the country. Further, terrorist attacks by extremists fueled up and down

trends of xenophobia that forced immigration to fluctuate in Germany and France. All of this
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contributes to a dangerous passage that fuels rising numbers of casualties in asylums in host

countries.

Risks that refugees face

As per the main issue at hand, refugees face difficulties on the passages from the

countries of origin to host countries. When refugees flee, they are often isolated from support

networks, both legally and culturally, as communities back in their country of origin are unable to

provide protection. As such, refugees are unable to access basic resources and livelihood

opportunities, making them vulnerable targets to exploitation.

Human trafficking

Among migrants traveling to Europe through North Africa, more than 70 percent have

been trafficked or exploited. Most significantly, conflict-ridden countries often expose migrants to

high risks of trafficking. Oftentimes migrants are desperate to escape the regions mired in conflict,

and as a result open themselves to the fraudulent practices of trafficking under the guise of

employment arrangements. For example, between 2012 and 2015, Rohingya migrants fleeing the

genocide boarded ships in Malaysia and Thailand, but were kept captive at sea in fishing vessels,

deprived of food, water, and made victim to systems of chattel slavery within the area.

Human trafficking also comes with a myriad of issues, such as sexual exploitation. Given

the fact that more than 70 percent of detected trafficking victims are female, many displaced

women face specific vulnerabilities to human trafficking, especially within the patriarchal societies

that plague many rural regions. In Central America, migrants fleeing gang violence have often

been forced into prostitution; similarly, in China, smugglers often forced North Korean defectors

into forced marriages. One last notable example comes from a sex trafficking ring in Lebanon,

forcing syrian women and girls into sexual abuse and forced abortions.

Desolate conditions in refugee camps

Overcrowding, lack of infrastructure, and lack of funding often come to mind when

discussing refugee camps, especially in overloaded host countries. Poor housing has often led to

rodent infestations, as well as the transmission of Lassa Fever in Sierra Leone camps.

Dampness and crowding have also contributed to respiratory problems; Palestinian refugee

camps have been found o have frequent instances of flooding, poor ventilation, and humidity, all
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of which have led to increased rates of tuberculosis. In one camp in the Gaza Strip, diarrhea and

intestinal parasites were found in 10 to 24 percent of children.

Major Parties Involved and Their Views

The United States of America

President Biden’s inauguration was supposed to mark a change - Trump’s former ironclad

policies in regards to refugees that locked the country from any potential ‘terrorist threats’ was promised

by Biden to have been lifted, with him attempting to revive refugee programs by raising the annual cap

on admissions to 125,000. This relatively low number in comparison to the number of refugees annually

already placed restrictions on refugees, potentially forcing them to circumvent such restrictions by

illegally passing the border. Additionally, Biden is looking to wipe clean the US reputation under the

Trump administration, wherein immigrants arriving were subjected to conditions well below that of the

universal standards of safe living. However, as tens of thousands of Afghans arrive in the US since the

Biden withdrawal, the refugee program, underfunded as it is, began to be overworked.

A multitude of factors caused the present US inability to respond to the crisis promptly: first, the

US government and relevant agencies have focused on resettling Afghans who fled their home country,

second, the underfunded division in the US did not fare well to the sudden increase in the cap of the

refugees - it was as low as ten percent of the cap just last year, with international and domestic

infrastructure suffering as a result - , and finally, under the new programs attempting to waive costs for

Afghan refugees, obligations are split between Afghan parolees and other refugees. In this, the

underfunded and overtaxed refugee programs of the US also face republican challenges, which is

another key factor into the reason that the US is quite unable to respond to relevant refugee crises - the

issue of ensuring safe passage of refugees amongst a stagnating economy makes the matter even more

impossible.

The European Union

In general, public perception of the haven for refugees generally tends to be focused on the

European Union, and for good reason; 416,600 first time asylum seekers applied for international

protection in EU member states in 2020, with around 41% of such asylum decisions resulting in positive

outcomes in 2020. In terms of legislation, the EU has outlined the Common European Asylum System,

wherein five legislative instruments: the Asylum Procedures Directive, Reception Conditions Directive,

Qualification Directive, the Dublin Regulation, and the EURODAC Regulation work in tandem with the
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European Asylum Support Office to attempt to address comprehensive approaches to migration and

asylum policy.

This is not to say that the EU is without its problems, however. Amidst the EU-Belarus migration

crisis, where thousands of asylum seekers marched towards the Poland-belarus border, countries in the

European Union have focused more on a harsh response to Lukashenko’s regime than the refugees,

with the three EU countries bordering Belarus - Lithuania, Latvia, and Poland - fortifying borders,

increasing guards, and announcing plans to build a wall. Polish guards have also ordered Polish locals,

who were initially open to accepting refugees, to refrain from assisting those in need. Furthermore,

European leaders, in response to the swift Taliban takeover of Afghanistan, called for meetings during

which the Czech Republic maintained that the most important message was for Afghans to understand

that they should stay in place, and that appropriate measures will be taken to help. Final statements of

the meeting called only for the ceasing of illegal immigration and unauthorized entries, but makes no

concrete promise of a pledge to assist those in need, since Germany’s interior minister Horst Seehofer

believes that it could encourage more people to come, and “we don’t want that.”

The United Kingdom

The stance that the United Kingdom has in regards to refugee acceptance has been worrying to

say the least. Brexit, the United Kingdom’s exit from the European Union, had long been backed by the

British conservative party as a byproduct of the resentment built up from refugee crises and the stances

that the European Union took. In fact, in his statements in October of 2021, Boris Johnson, the prime

minister of the United Kingdom, reaffirmed Britain’s ability to reshape their economy, not just post-Covid,

but also on the matter of refugees, saying: "The way forward for our country is not to just pull the big

lever marked uncontrolled immigration, and allow in huge numbers of people to do work ... So what I

won't do is go back to the old failed model of low wages, low skills supported by uncontrolled

immigration,". On this note, the UK is neither held to the EU systems of Dublin III or EURODAC, so there

is much to discuss in regards to the UK’s handling to asylum seekers in the country.On July, the

Nationality and Borders Bill was introduced to parliament, not only is there a two tiered asylum system

for refugees, but the broadening of the laws in regards to refugee arrival makes it such that it is also a

criminal offense for asylum seekers to illegally arrive on UK territorial waters, unlike previous systems

wherein refugees pass through some sort of immigration control before sorted.

France

France, as part of the European Union, has generally aligned itself with migratory laws in the

European Union, with actions such as bringing detention periods in line with the European average. New

laws, introduced on August 1, 2021, the French parliament signed into law changes designed to
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accelerate asylum procedures, expedite expulsions, and quickly integrate successful applicants. This

new law has incited backlash from those on the right as being too lax, and fearful that such regulation

would allow for greater migration numbers in France. Such fear is not unfounded, as France has been

facing “secondary waves” of immigrants wherein refugees who are rejected and denied asylum in a

European country move to France to try again; such attempts have made France one of the most

refugee high countries in the European Union. In this, French ministers have called for greater European

solidarity on the processing of applications and deportations.

It is important to note here that France does not have the greatest reputation for refugee safety,

and has been criticized for its refugee camps and inability to ensure safe passage for refugees.

Timeline of Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events

Date Description of event

1943-1947

The formation of the UNRRA and IFO

These years marked the creation of the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation

Administration (in 1943) and the International Refugee Organization (in 1947),

which set the foundation for the UNHCR. These committees were tasked with

the protection of refugees and their introduction into host countries.

December 10, 1948

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights is ratified

Article 14 of the UDHR provides a basic guideline on future goals, maintaining

that everyone has the right to seek and enjoy asylum from persecution in other

countries.

July 28, 1951

The adoption of the Geneva Convention on Refugees

The establishment of the United Nations Convention relating to the Status of

Refugees, which is generally described as the “most comprehensive legally

binding international instrument” and remains key to issues in contemporary

society.

June 20, 1974

Entry of the 1969 OAU Convention into force

The Organization of African Unity Convention is ratified, with the regional

definitions of refugee being redefined for those in the organization. It also covers
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topics such as voluntary repatriation, settlements of disputes, and outlined key

rights of asylum seekers.

2003

The Dublin II Regulation is passed

The Dublin Regulation is passed, allowing respective states to examine asylum

applications. This replaced the original, which was signed in 1990. The third

iteration, Dublin III, was placed into effect in 2013. In short, it allocates

responsibility to the country in which the asylum seeker first enters.

Relevant UN Treaties and Events

● Declaration on the Critical Economic Situation in Africa, 3 December 1984 (A/RES/39/29)

● United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), 1 February 1946, (

A/RES/6)

● The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), 10 December 1948, (A/RES/217 (III))

● Convention relating to the Status of Refugees, 28 July 1951, (429)

● Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 22 December 2003

(A/RES/58/151)

● Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 25 September 2015

(A/RES/70/1)

● Protection of migrants,  19 December 2017, (A/RES/72/179)

Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue

As the number of refugees and migrants seem to only rise, the European Union, as well as

numerous other MEDCs, face a political and humanitarian crisis. In this, the Dublin III system put in place

by the European Union seeks to address known issues of ‘asylum shopping’, as well as situations where

an asylum seeker is present in Europe without a country responsible for their applications. The Dublin

regulation seeks to act as a system that ensures one asylum application per person. However, it has

been recognized as an unfair system widely criticized by many member states. Border countries such as

Italy, Spain and Greece facing stagnant economies cannot provide adequate management of migrant

arrivals or even conditions for refugees, with such inabilities forcing governments to introduce policies to

restrict border control (thus encouraging illegal travel), as well as prolonged detentions. Additionally, the
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Dublin ‘cycle’, where an asylum seeker is expected not to have a choice in choosing their asylum

country; if the asylum seeker was rejected, they would have to wait another 18 months before having the

possibility to apply in a second European country. Within this period, they are effectively ‘outside’ the

system, with no legal, social, or economic protection. Statuses as such attract instances of police

brutality, harassment, systematic confiscation, destruction of personal property, and more.

Possible Solutions

One solution for the dangers that refugees face could be the establishment of resettlements.

As a way of protecting refugees at the most risk of harm, resettlements seek to circumvent the issues

pervading refugees in their struggles; though a refugee may be forced to leave their home, sexual

violence, lack of reliable healthcare, and risks of harm still threaten the livelihood of such asylum

seekers. In a resettlement, refugees are evaluated in a “vulnerability criteria” set forth by the UNHCR,

and applicants are placed into a waiting list. Qualifications for a resettlement include torture or serious

violence, serious medical needs,and more. For example, Canada opened its doors to 25,000 Syrian

refugees between November of 2015 and February 2016, with all of them reaching asylum in a plane,

rather than perilous routes that usual refugees take.
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