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Each year millions of people leave their homes, ei-
ther because they are forcibly displaced or because 
they are seeking ways to improve their lives. Mil-

lions more return to their homes, either because they are 
required (say, if they are deported) or by choice. Most of 
these migrants and returnees remain within their own coun-
tries, and are known as “internal migrants.” Their number 
is much larger than international migrants, but we have 
no real way of estimating that number. International mi-
grants (also referred to as “foreign-born population”) are 
defined as those who leave their home countries and take 
up residence in another country for more than one year. 
Only a small proportion of the world’s population—about 
3%—are international migrants. (This population excludes 
short-term visitors, tourists, business travel, etc., but in-
cludes refugees.) Thus, most of the world’s population, 
both those who migrate and those who stay home, remain 
within the countries of their birth.

We think of migration, both internal and international, 
in terms of those who have been forcibly displaced as a 
result of conflict, violence and persecution, and those who 
have migrated for other reasons. At the end of 2017, there 
were more than 64.5 million displaced people worldwide, of 
whom some 40 million remained within their home coun-
tries (internally displaced persons or IDPs), and another 
24.5 million people left their countries to become refugees. 
Much larger numbers of people, some 233 million, migrated 
for reasons such as finding work, education, health care or 
simply to join their families who have already moved. 

Notably, many people move for both reasons and can be 
both internal and external migrants. For example, a person 

A desperate crowd of asylum seekers from the three accepted nationalities queue to enter Macedonia from Greece on December 4, 2015. 
Macedonia enacted new border restrictions that limits accepted asylum seekers to Syrians, Iraqis and Afghanis. (NURPHOTO/GETTY IMAGES)
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might initially be displaced by con-
flict within her own country, becom-
ing an IDP; then if her persecution or 
the violence continues, she might flee 
again across the border and become a 
refugee. Years later, she might decide 
to migrate elsewhere, perhaps to join 
her family or to find work. Because it 
is difficult to separate out reasons for 
migration we tend to think in terms of 
“mixed migration flows,” a term that 
recognizes how migrants move for 
many different reasons.

In 2017, the number of internation-
al migrants was some 258 million, an 
increase of 49% from the year 2000. 
However, as a percentage of the global 
population (7.6 billion in 2017), the 
number has not changed much. In 
2000, just 2.8% of the world’s popula-
tion were international migrants, and 
by 2017, this proportion had increased 
only to 3.3%. In other words, 97% of 
the global population stays in their 
home countries. Of these internation-
al migrants, some 25.4 million were 
displaced across a border and include 

UNHCR and UNRWA
The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UN-
HCR) was created in 1950 after World War II and is headquartered in Ge-
neva, Switzerland. The agency is mandated by the UN primarily to protect 
the rights and well-being of refugees, forcibly displaced communities and 
stateless people, and to assist in their voluntary repatriation, local integra-
tion or resettlement to a third country. Over time, UNHCR's mandate has 
expanded to include protection and assistance to other persons "of concern," 
including internally displaced persons (IDPs). The agency leads and co-
ordinates international action to resolve the problems of refugees and other 
people of concern worldwide. 

UNRWA, which stands for the United Nations Relief and Works Agency 
for Palestine Refugees in the Near East, was set up as a relief and devel-
opment agency for Palestinian refugees in 1948 (before the creation of 
UNHCR). Today UNRWA supports more than five million registered Pal-
estinian refugees and their descendants who fled or were expelled from their 
homes during the 1948 Palestine war and the 1967 Six Day war. UNRWA 
provides education, health care, and social services in Jordan, Lebanon, 
Syria, the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, including East Jerusalem. Outside 
these five areas Palestinian refugees are assisted by UNHCR.

19.9 million refugees under the mandate 
of the United Nations’ refugee agency 
known as UNHCR and another 5 million 
Palestinian refugees under the mandate 
of UNRWA. (See box below.) 

Who are the migrants?
Within these categories of international 
and internal migration, there are many 
types of migrants, conventionally divided 
into “forced” and “voluntary” migrants. 

However, rather than thinking in 
terms of this binary, it is more use-
ful to think of migration occurring 
along a choice spectrum. 

On the one end, are those who 
have no choice, who are physically 
forced to move, often by the threat 
of violence or physical destruction 
to them or their families. These 
people include slaves and traffick-
ing victims who are kidnapped, 
and disaster victims whose homes 
are destroyed in a natural disaster 
(such as an earthquake, tsunami or 
volcano eruption) or a ‘man-made’ 
environmental disaster (such as the 
nuclear meltdown at Chernobyl), 
or because of national development 
projects such as the building of a 
dam (such as the Three Gorges Dam 
in China) that destroys their homes 
and livelihoods. For these people, 
there is little choice but to move or 
die. On the other end of the spec-
trum are those who want to move 
for lifestyle reasons – for pleasure 
or adventure or who want to return 
to their homes to retire or because 
they feel happier there or miss 
their family. The two ends of the 
spectrum clearly represent differ-
ent approaches to migration. What 
about those who fall between those 
two ends—people who are neither 

Families move out of their homes and wheel away their possessions as the town of Sandouping 
is reduced to rubble. It will be flooded when China’s Three Gorges Dam project is complete. In 
all, up to 1.3m people will be displaced by the project.(DERMOT TATLOW/PANOS PICTURES/R EDUX)

Before you read, download the companion 
Glossary that includes definitions, a guide 
to acronyms and abbreviations used in the ar-
ticle, and other material. Go to www.great 
decisions.org and select a topic in the 
Resources section on the right-hand side 
of the page.

!
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physically forced to move nor making 
a “lifestyle choice”?

Most types of migration lie between 
the two ends of the spectrum i.e. not ei-
ther physically forced to move or mak-
ing lifestyle changes. Migrants with 
somewhat more choice move:
n for work, or economic reasons, 
n to seek education or health resources 
not available in their home areas
n for family reasons (to get married, or 
join their children or community) 
n Because they want to leave their 
homes to seek a better, more exciting 
life—the “bright lights, big city” (this 
is often the reason young people leave 

their homes, especially those who live 
in rural areas)

People with less choice move:
n because they are being persecuted 
for their ethnic, religious or other iden-
tity or for political activities (According 
to the 1951 Refugees Convention, these 
people are defined as “refugees” in legal 
parlance)
n to escape war or conflict (War vic-
tims are not always legally defined as 
refugees, it depends which interna-
tional laws and treaties a country has 
signed onto) 
n because their livelihoods can no 
longer support them or their families. 

(These people comprise by far the larg-
est proportion of migrants, although 
there is no real way to count them. They 
include those who are experiencing the 
impact of climate change and cannot 
feed their families because drought or 
water levels have rendered their farm-
land no longer viable, and those who 
have no livelihood because of insuffi-
cient land or because there are no jobs.

These are underlying or proximate 
causes that provide the wider context 
for migration. Given this context, house-
holds and individuals engage in a wide 
range of decision-making about who 
should migrate, where, when and how. 

Migration decisionmaking

The decision made by households 
and individuals about when, how 

and where to migrate is different from 
the underlying structural causes of mi-
gration. Household decisionmaking is 
influenced by many subjective factors, 
including emotions and aspirations. 
Here we focus on two areas of decision-
making: where to go, and how to go. 

Like all migrants, refugees usually 
have a preferred destination country, 
and often a particular city or area within 
that country. This preference is usually 
because refugees have family or com-
munity there, or they might have heard 
of the place from others (often through 
social media). However, migrants’ 
choices about where to go are heavily 
constrained by states’ control of their 
borders and admission of immigrants. 
The next section outlines how states 
control borders and admission of im-
migrants, and how refugees and asylum 
seekers fit into this system. 

Legal migration
Today, no countries have open borders. 
(This may seem an obvious statement, 
but passports only became widespread 
after World War I; in 1900 most of the 
world’s 56 countries were divided into 
empires with largely open borders be-
tween them.) Every state in today’s 
global system has its own laws and poli-
cies about who is permitted to cross its 
borders, and how they will do so. This 

means migrants must either have a visa 
(of which there are many types), or seek 
asylum at the border. Some states have 
regional border treaties that exempt cit-
izens from passport control; the most 
well-known is the European Union, but 
other regions of the world do too, such 
as South America and West Africa. 

Most of the world’s 248 million in-
ternational migrants travel to their desti-
nation countries on visas issued by indi-
vidual states (or sometimes by regional 
bodies, such as the EU’s Schengen visa 
that allows visitors to travel within the 

EU). These visas permit them to work, 
study, visit family, invest, seek medical 
care and engage in myriad other activi-
ties. For our purposes, let U.S. focus on 
one category of these migrants: refu-
gees and asylum seekers. 

Refugees and  
asylum seekers

At the end of 2017 there were 25.4 
million refugees and 3.1 million asy-
lum seekers worldwide, (about 10% of 
international migrants). States define 
these two groups, refugees and asy-

A migrant seen looking on as he waits to be assisted during his arrival at Malaga, Spain, 
after being rescued by the Spanish Maritime Rescue service in October 2018. 
(JESUS MERIDA/LIGHTROCKET/GETTY IMAGES)
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lum seekers, in highly specific ways. 
For the state, a refugee begins as an 
asylum seeker—a person who seeks 
asylum on the basis of having fled her 
own country because of having been 
persecuted for reasons of race, reli-
gion, membership in a particular social 
or political group. The asylum seeker 
must formally apply to the government 
of the destination country and then go 
through a process known as “refugee 
status determination.” This process dif-
fers in every country and can take many 

months or even years before a decision 
is made. The state deems the asylum 
seeker to be “genuine” if she meets the 
legal definition of a refugee, which in 
most countries is similar to the defini-
tion set out in the international treaty 
known as the 1951 Refugee Conven-
tion. According to the convention, a 
refugee is “a person who is outside his 
or her country of nationality or habitual 
residence; has a well-founded fear of 
being persecuted because of his or her 
race, religion, nationality, membership 

of a particular social group or political 
opinion; and is unable or unwilling to 
avail him- or herself of the protection 
of that country, or to return there, for 
fear of persecution.”

Most member states of the United 
Nations (148 out of 191) are party to 
the two major international instru-
ments (treaties) concerning refugees: 
the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 
1967 Protocol. However, 43 member-
states have not signed or ratified these 
treaties. Some of these non-party 
states host significant refugee popula-
tions, and their not being a party can 
influence UNHCR’s ability to work 
with the host state to help refugees, 
and can also mean the host state is less 
willing to comply with international 
humanitarian standards. Because the 
1951 Convention and its Protocol 
are international treaties, states that 
have ratified them have obligations. 
One is that a state is required to create 
and implement domestic legislation 
and policy concerning its response 
to refugees. This means most states 
have specific domestic laws that set 
out how refugees and asylum seekers 
are defined, what the state’s duties to-
ward them are and what the refugees’ 
responsibilities are. 

If an asylum seeker meets the 
state’s definition of a refugee, she re-
ceives asylum and is formally consid-
ered to have refugee status. If she does 
not meet the state’s definition, her 
case is rejected, she will not receive 
refugee status, and her immigration 
status in the country will need to be 
“adjusted.” Depending on the country, 
she will either have to leave the coun-
try, or she can appeal, or try to qualify 
to remain under some alternative im-
migration status. When we talk about 
asylum seekers, therefore, we are talk-
ing about people who are still caught 
up in the process of having their legal 
status determined. At the end of 2017, 
there were more than 3.09 million 
asylum seekers worldwide, mostly in 
Europe. In contrast, the world’s refu-
gees have been granted some form 
of asylum, either because they have 
successfully navigated the asylum 
process and are formally defined as 

A Palestinian carries United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UN-
WRA) aid sacks on his shoulders in Rafah, Gaza on September 27, 2018. A U.S. decision 
to cut UNWRA funding is expected to affect the lives of Palestinians in Gaza. (ABED RAHIM 
KHATIB/ANADOLU AGENCY/GETTY IMAGES)

Soldiers checking the papers of Czechoslovakian refugees crossing the border into Germany 
in January, 1948. (WALTER SANDERS/THE LIFE PICTURE COLLECTION/GETTY IMAGES)
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“Convention refugees,” or because the 
state has recognized them as “prima 
facie” refugees (often applied to large 
groups of people fleeing generalized 
violence). Some 5.86 million are Pal-
estinian refugees who live in Jordan, 
Lebanon and Syria and the Territories 
of the West Bank and Gaza Strip. They 
fall under the mandate of UNRWA, a 
refugee agency set up in 1948 (before 
the creation of UNHCR) that contin-
ues to provide assistance to them.

Destination states match strict defi-
nition of refugees, asylum seekers and 
legal migrants with close control of their 
borders. Only those migrants who have 
the appropriate visa or who have been 
qualified as “genuine” refugees are per-
mitted entry. This means the number of 
legally admitted migrants each year is 
vastly exceeded by those who would 
like to leave their countries. Many more 
people say they want to migrate than 
who actually do so. One estimate is that 
14% of the world’s adults—nearly 710 
million people—want to permanently 
migrate to another country. Some pro-
portion of this number chooses or be-
comes caught up in irregular migration 
i.e. without state approval and the prop-
er documents, or “illegally.” 

Where do refugees live?
One of the global consequences of state 
control of borders is the distribution of 
refugees worldwide. Some 85% of the 
world’s refugees live in host countries 

neighboring the home country from 
which they fled. The majority were in 
Sub-Saharan Africa, followed by Asia, 
Turkey (alone hosting more than 3 mil-
lion mainly Syrian refugees), then Eu-
rope and the Americas (Table 1). 

Most will remain in these neighbor-
ing countries until either they return to 
their home countries, or they are permit-
ted to become integrated into the host 
country. A very small number (less than 
1% of all refugees) will qualify to be 
resettled to other (third) countries. They 
undergo the resettlement process, which 
includes substantial layers of screening, 
while still in their host country. 

Very few countries resettle refugees. 

In 2017, just 102,800 refugees were re-
settled in 35 countries (less than 1% of 
global total, and down 46% from 2016.) 
Just three countries (U.S., Canada, Aus-
tralia) resettled more than 75,000 refu-
gees. Until 2017, the U.S. was reset-
tling some 70,000 refugees each year, 
making it by far the largest resettlement 
country. In 2017, the Trump adminis-
tration reduced the resettlement quota 
and the United States accepted 65% 
fewer than in 2016. However, the U.S. 
still took the highest number: 33,400, 
or 33% of total resettled. Canada took 
26,600 and Australia (15,100). In 2018, 
the resettlement quota for the U.S. is 
expected to be further reduced.

Table 1. Refugees, asylum-seekers, internally displaced persons (IDPs), returnees (refugees and IDPs), by region of asylum

  People in  Total refugees and Of whom Asylum- 
Country/territory  refugee-like people in refugee- assisted by seekers Returned
of asylum Refugees situations situations UNHCR (pending cases) refugees

Sub-Saharan Africa 6,236,495 31,709 6,268,204 5,479,759 508,794 526,521
Asia and Pacific 4,153,991 55,740 4,209,731 2,650,568 159,919 62,157
Turkey 3,480,348 - 3,480,348 1,194,381 308,855 -
Mid East +  
North Africa 2,653,717 51,226 2,704,943 2,460,619 234,834 78,086
Europe 2,608,270 25,656 2,633,926 57,606 999,773 412
Americas 484,261 159,934 644,195 50,568 878,723 205
Total 19,617,082 324,265 19,941,347 11,893,501 3,090,898 667,381

(Source: Author’s adaptation of UNHCR 2017 Statistical Annex, Table 1)

* According to UNHCR, this category includes persons who outside their country or territory of origin who face protection risks similar 
to those of refugees, but for whom refugee status has, for practical or other reasons, not been ascertained.

Syrian students arrive at a school built for Syrian refugees, at a refugee camp in Kilis, 
Turkey. on September 30, 2015. In 2015, approximately 230,000 Syrian refugee children 
received education in Turkey. (KEREM KOCALAR/ANADOLU AGENCY/GETTY IMAGES)
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Undocumented  

(irregular) migration
Many migrants and refugees who would 
like to migrate to other countries are not 
able to do so legally because of state 
control of borders. For example, in 
2017 Turkey hosted the largest popula-
tion of refugees in the world (more than 
3.4 million), and it is likely that many 
of the refugees there who have the 
means, would like to migrate to other 
countries, especially Europe. However, 
many European countries have blocked 
their borders, or have signed agreements 
with Turkey to prevent out-migration, 
and options for onward migration from 
Turkey are very limited, as they are with 
many other transit countries where mi-
grants and refugees are “stuck.” 

For those who are stuck, and as-

suming they have the means to pay a 
smuggler, one option is to use illegal 
means to travel to destination coun-
tries. It is important to note that even 
when people do have the option of il-
legal migration, many refuse to do so, 
both for moral reasons (not wanting 
to act in an unlawful manner) and be-
cause they are afraid to take the risks 
involved with smugglers. However, 
there are also many desperate people 
who do take the smuggler option—we 
have no data to indicate what propor-
tion of all those who could migrate il-
legally this might be. 

New approaches have been devel-
oped in recent years that seek to make 
better estimates of how many people 
are smuggled each year. The global 
picture of irregular migration is highly 

complex and largely incomplete, in part 
because undocumented migrants do 
not want to appear on the official radar, 
and also because the status of migrants 
can change during their journey to and 
through countries of transit and desti-
nation. In some cases, changes in na-
tional laws and policies can turn regular 
migration into irregular migration, and 
vice-versa. There is no valid way to esti-
mate the number of migrants who travel 
undocumented, but there are various in-
dicators, often developed in different 
regions or by different countries. For 
example, 2016 the EU established has 
a special European Border and Coast 
Guard Agency known as Frontex for the 
purpose of monitoring its sea borders. 
Among the data Frontex collects is the 
number of attempted border crossings.
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Implications of global migration 

The current migration crisis in Eu-
rope began in 2015, peaked in 

2016, and is now ebbing. EU countries 
received over 1.2 million first-time asy-
lum applications in 2015, more than 
double that of 2014. Asylum applica-
tions were heavily concentrated in four 
states (Germany, Hungary, Sweden and 
Austria), which received two-thirds of 
EU asylum applications in 2015. As a 

were the states with long sea borders: 
Greece, Italy and Spain. 

The dramatic surge in migrant arriv-
als in the Eastern Mediterranean begin-
ning in August 2015 occurred for sever-
al reasons. The main cause, responsible 
for about half of the migrants trying to 
cross the Mediterranean, was the war 
in Syria, which by 2015 had already 
displaced some 11.6 million Syrians, 
more than 4 million out of the country, 
since the war began in 2011. But Syria 
was by no means the only country from 
which thousands of refugees and other 
migrants were fleeing. Countries such as 
Eritrea, Afghanistan, Kosovo, Iraq and 
Nigeria, all also afflicted by violence, 
persecution and instability, had created 
massive displacement both within and 
across borders. For both Syrians and 
other refugees return was not a prospect 
any time soon. This ongoing displace-
ment was compounded by the fact that 
by 2015, many neighboring countries 
of first asylum, such as Jordan and 
Lebanon, had tightened or closed their 
borders. These neighboring countries al-
ready hosted hundreds of thousands of 
refugees and by 2015 conditions were 
deteriorating, as the host population and 
their governments became increasingly 
resentful of the ongoing presence of so 

result, Hungary closed its borders and 
refused to accept any more migrants. In 
2016 the number of migrants crossing 
the Mediterranean dropped to 364,000. 
It fell again in 2017 with fewer than 
half as many migrants reaching Eu-
rope by sea, and the number is down to 
pre-2015 levels halfway through 2018. 
The main arrival states (as opposed to 
states with high asylum applications) 
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many refugees. Finding work and en-
rolling children in school were becom-
ing more difficult for refugees, and in 
some countries, such as Libya, there 
was growing conflict and instability. 
By 2015, all these factors, already in 
place for several years, had intensified, 
and at the same time, the smuggling 
industry was facilitating the journey 
by bribing coast guards and making 
the whole process of being smuggled 
easier. When the weather conditions for 
crossing the Mediterranean were right 
in the late summer of 2015, the migra-
tion—already in course for the past few 
years—intensified. 

The numbers associated with the 
2015 migration crisis are high, but 
Europe has seen much higher flows. 
Since the end of World War II, Europe 
has experienced multiple waves of dis-
placement. In the aftermath of World 
War II, there were at least two million 
displaced persons in Europe. In the late 
1940s, twelve million Germans were 
expelled from the Soviet Union, and 
in 1956, more than 200,000 refugees 
fled Hungary after the Soviets crushed 
the revolution (most went to Austria). 
After European decolonization in the 
1960s and 1970s, some five to seven 
million people, most former settlers, 
came to Europe from the collapsing 
colonies. With the end of the Cold War 
came the war in former Yugoslavia in 
the early 1990s. An estimated 650,000 
Bosnian war refugees fled to European 
countries and became the first group to 
acquire “temporary protection” in EU 
states. The Yugoslav wars, especially 
the Bosnian conflict, confronted Eu-
ropean states with the largest refugee 
crisis since WWII, and forced them to 
revise their asylum policies, specify 
their vague regulations on refugees and 
attempt to develop a unified policy in 
response to the pressing issue.

Europe had a long history of mi-
gration both within and from outside 
its borders. However, the 2015 crisis 
differed from earlier migration move-
ments in ways discussed below. 

EU crisis?
Given that migrant arrivals have fallen 
dramatically since 2015, the nature of 

the “crisis” has changed. Two political 
issues face Europe now related to the 
1.8 million migrants and refugees who 
have arrived since 2014. 

The first issue is how to absorb or 
integrate those who have refugee status. 
What services to provide, where refu-
gees should live, whether and how their 
movements are controlled, are all issues 
that EU countries have dealt with dif-
ferently – and not always in ways that 
suit either the refugees or the native 

population. Public anxiety about crime 
and insecurity has risen in countries like 
Germany after high-profile assaults in-
volving migrants, including the killing 
of a 19-year-old German student and the 
terrorist attack on a Christmas market 
that killed 12 people. The vast majority 
of migrants and asylum-seekers since 
2015 are Muslim, and this has stirred 
concerns about their cultural and reli-
gious impact. Some governments, like 
Hungary’s, have specifically refused to 

Elderly women, men, children and wounded evacuees sit in a bus on July 26, 1995, as they 
are driven by Bosnian Serbs from the fallen enclave of Zepa to the frontline crossing point 
close to the government-held town of Klandanj. (JOEL ROBINE/AFP/GETTY IMAGES)

The EU-Turkey refugee agreement
The EU's refugee agreement with Turkey, in which Syrian refugees are ex-
changed between Turkey and EU countries, was signed on March 18, 2016. 
Under the agreement the EU sends all Syrians who reached the Greek islands 
illegally back to Turkey. In return, legal Syrian refugees are accepted into the 
EU. Under the agreement, Turkey was promised €6 billion in financial aid, 
to be used by the Turkish government to finance projects for Syrian refugees. 

As of March 2018, according to the EU Commission, €3 billion has 
already flowed into Turkey to cover the costs of educating half a million 
Syrian children. Because return procedures in Greece are slow, only 1,564 
Syrians were sent back to Turkey between 2016 - 2018. In addition, a further 
600 Syrians were sent back to Turkey under the agreement between Turkey 
and Greece. In exchange, 12,489 Syrians from Turkey were resettled in EU 
countries. Germany took in 4,313, the Netherlands 2,608, France 1,401 and 
Finland 1,002 Syrian refugees. The EU member states Hungary, Poland, the 
Czech Republic, Bulgaria and Denmark did not accept any refugees at all.

Turkey has repeatedly threatened to terminate the agreement because the 
EU has not paid the stipulated amount, and because the visa freedom for 
Turkish citizens provided for under the agreement has not been implemented.
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take in refugees because they are Mus-
lim. Other governments, like Italy’s 
coalition (formed after the election in 
March 2018), are more circumspect 
about their Muslim concerns, but are 
still strongly anti-immigrant and refuse 
to take in more migrants. Politicians and 
other political actors have used their 
citizens’ concerns—and the growing 
anti-immigrant political backlash—to 
promote anti-immigrant agendas. One 
consequence has been the rise of right-
wing radical groups who have used 
public concerns about immigration and 
cultural purity to increase their member-
ship and boost their political and ideo-
logical agendas. These agendas include 
a growing role for independence and 
separatist movements within the EU’s 
member states. 

The second problem concerns 
threats to the solidarity of the EU as a 
whole, rather than individual countries, 
and stems from the lack of agreement 
about EU-wide “burden-sharing,” i.e. 
who should take responsibility for the 
newcomers. Under EU law, asylum 
seekers must lodge their applications 
in the first EU country they enter. This 
means border “frontline” states like 
Greece and Italy, where most migrants 
enter Europe, receive the bulk of mi-
grants. The EU member states, already 
divided on the reform of the Common 
European Asylum System before 2015, 
have been unable to come to agreement 
about how to distribute the migrants 
more evenly across the EU. Frontline 
countries are increasingly frustrated by 
the unwillingness of other EU coun-
tries to take in refugees. Some like 
Hungary and Macedonia have closed 
their borders—often with walls and 
fences—leaving the border states to 
deal with the refugees. 

Wealthier countries like Germany, 
which opened its borders in 2015 and 
received more than a million migrants 
and refugees, are pulling back on their 
willingness to take migrants. One out-
come of Germany’s generous reception 
was a political crisis for its leader, An-
gela Merkel, and she is still struggling 
to recover politically. As border states 
are being stuck with refugees and mi-
grants their citizens become increas-

ingly resentful and elect anti-immi-
grant or hardline politicians. In June 
2018, the new elected Prime Minster 
of Italy refused to allow a boat laden 
with African migrants to dock in Sicily, 
and the boat drifted at sea until Spain 
agreed to let the migrants land. 

Some observers see this struggle 
over burden-sharing as a threat to 
the solidarity of the EU as states like 
Hungary refuse to fall in line and even 
threaten to pull out of the EU, the 
United Kingdom does pull out of the 
EU and other states adopt bilateral ar-
rangements, like that between Italy and 
Libya. Everyone agrees Europe needs 
to urgently overhaul its asylum and im-
migration rules. However, no one can 
agree how to do it: some countries are 
pushing for tougher external border 
controls, others for fairer distribution 
of new arrivals. Any solution will have 
to somehow balance the concerns of 
the “frontline” southern states with 
those of the wealthier northern “desti-
nation” states, but also deal with the flat 
refusal of hardline central and eastern 
European governments such as Hun-
gary and Poland to be pushed into ac-
cepting any migrants at all.

While the number of new arriv-
als had dropped as of mid-2018, the 
frontline states are still receiving many 
“irregular” migrants: UNHCR says 
Spain has received 9,500 by mid-2018, 
Greece 12,000 and Italy 15,300. The 
underlying factors that led to the mi-
gration surge of 2015 have not gone 
away; most observers believe it is only 
a matter of time before the number of 
arrivals picks up again.

What about the U.S.?
The U.S. has not faced an influx of asy-
lum seekers at its borders of the mag-
nitude Europe faced in 2015, or faced 
by many other host countries in Africa 
and the Middle East. There are, how-
ever, two major sources of refugees 
within the region. One is the result of 
the violence in the Northern Triangle 
(El Salvador, Honduras and Guate-
mala), which has resulted in a massive 
displacement both internally and with 
external outflows including to the U.S. 
The other is a beginning migration 
crisis, resulting from the violence and 
instability in Venezuela. 

Asylum applications from the 
Northern Triangle region have risen 
globally over the past few years. Some 
of these migrants head for the U.S., 
and come up against the southern bor-
der, where they are apprehended by 
the U.S. Border Patrol. in July 2018, 
the overall number of apprehensions 
at the southern border was up nearly 
57% from July 2017, with the larg-
est increase in “family units” which 
increased more than 142% year over 
year. However, as the Migration Policy 
Institute points out, the number of ap-
prehensions in 2017 was atypically low 
because of the “Trump effect”, and the 
number of apprehensions at this writ-
ing (August 2018) is not much different 
from earlier years. 

The arrival of Central Americans, 
including many families and children, 
at the U.S.’s southern border precipi-
tated a major political crisis in 2018, 
especially after the Trump administra-
tion elected to separate children from 

0

500

1000

1500

2018*201620142012201020082006200420022000PE
R T

H
O

U
SA

N
D

 AP
PR

EH
EN

SI
O

N
S

YEAR

Southwest Border Apprehensions, 2000-2018

through AUG 2018:
355,106 apprehensions

SOURCE: U.S. Border Patrol, "U.S. Border Patrol Monthly Apprehensions (FY 2000 - FY 2017)”
Note: Fiscal years run from Oct. 31st through Sept. 30th of the following calendar year. *Total as of 8/31/2018.

LUCIDITY INFORMATION DESIGN, L.L.C.



R E F U G E E S  A N D  G L O B A L  M I G R A T I O N 1

  21  

their parents and put them in different 
detention centers. 

A second current humanitarian cri-
sis with potential consequences for the 
U.S. is in Venezuela. Until 2016, Ven-
ezuela was a middle-income country 
with a strong oil-based economy. Un-
der the authoritarian rule of President 
Nicolás Maduro, the economy has col-
lapsed, there are increasing levels of 
violence especially in poor areas, and 
food and medicine is largely unavail-
able – again especially for the poor. 
As a result, Venezuelans are fleeing 
their country. Estimates are imprecise, 
but range from 1.6 million to 4 million 
people abroad as of early 2018. UN-
HCR reports that there were almost 
148,000 Venezuelan applications for 
asylum globally at the end of 2017. 
Other estimates are that since 2017 
more than a million Venezuelans have 
fled to neighboring Colombia where 
many lack legal status, and another 
52,000 have gone to Brazil. The num-
ber of Venezuelans seeking asylum in 
the United States reached 57,000 by 
the end of 2107—an increase of nearly 
2,500% since 2012. Venezuelans are 
now the fastest-growing nationality 
seeking asylum in United States. This 
does not yet constitute a “migration 
crisis” for the U.S., and it is unlikely 
to as the U.S. is not a bordering coun-
try with Venezuela. At least in the 
early years of the Venezuelan crisis 
the Venezuelans reaching the U.S. will 
be those who have resources (money 
and networks). The vast majority, the 
poor, will continue flee to neighboring 
countries like Colombia, and it those 
countries that will—and already do—
face a migration crisis. The U.S. will 
face knock-on implications of such 
a serious humanitarian crisis in the 
Americas.

Why ‘migration crises’?
There are two sides to the economic 
impact of migrants—and a lot of evi-
dence can be marshalled to support 
both sides. One view is that migrants 
contribute to the economy by bringing 
their skills, entrepreneurship, initiative 
and creativity. They also of course ac-
cept jobs that locals don’t want, and 

they accept lower wages. The other 
side is that migrants take local jobs, 
accept lower wages and worse work-
ing conditions, and use government 
services like schools, health care and in 
some countries, welfare. Then there are 
cultural or nativist arguments – which 
are often used in Europe, but also in 
other countries – that immigrants are 
diluting the country’s “culture” or 
weakening the social fabric, or creat-
ing other cultural or social problems. 
Immigrants are the first to be blamed 
for both economic and social problems, 
and also for increased crime, although 

there is much evidence globally and in 
the U.S. to show that migrants are more 
likely to be victims than perpetrators.

Depending on your view, arguments 
can be made for or against the econom-
ic impact of migrants. And this position 
is easily converted by politicians into 
political support. Add to that the secu-
rity concerns of natives, and the fact 
that many immigrants are of a different 
races, and religion, and you have plenty 
of fuel for Islamophobia – all fueling 
the political fight surrounding migrants 
in both Europe and the U.S. – and in 
many other countries.

A group of Central American migrants gather in the central park of Ciudad Hidlago, Mex-
ico, October 20, 2018. Mexican authorities for a second straight day refused mass entry to 
a caravan of Central American migrants held up at the border with Guatemala, but began 
accepting small groups for asylum processing and gave out some 45-day visitor permits 
that would theoretically allow recipients time to reach the U.S. (OLIVER DE ROS/AP PHOTO)

‘Solving’ migration
Migration (mobility) is part of 

life and history and is a posi-
tive force—if everyone had stayed 
in the same place our species would 
probably never have survived, and 
this is very much the case for people 
in troubled countries today. Howev-
er, many of the world’s destination 
countries, governments and public 
alike, see immigration (into their own 
countries) as a problem that needs 
to be solved. This “solution” takes 
two main forms: actively preventing 
people from migrating or returning 
them when they get there; and incen-

tivizing people to stay in their own 
countries or in transit countries. 

Policies that incentivize 
people not to migrate 

The “prevention is better than cure” ap-
proach takes the form of development 
policies and programs in the origin coun-
try funded by Europe or America, based 
on the assumption that improving the 
situation of people in their home coun-
tries will make them less likely to want 
to leave. Development policies aimed at 
preventing migration can take the form of 
bilateral policies between sending and re-
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ceiving countries, or multilateral arrange-
ments such as the EU’s crisis response 
in 2015 which was to develop three new 
funding instruments in line with the EU’s 
external priorities. These were the Facil-
ity for Refugees in Turkey (2016–17): 
€1 billion from the EU budget + €2 
billion from the member states; the EU 
Regional Trust Fund in Response to the 
Syrian Crisis (2015–19): €500 million 
from the EU budget + €500 million from 
the member states or other donors; and 
the EU Emergency Trust Fund for sta-

bility and addressing the root causes of 
irregular migration and displaced persons 
in Africa (2015–20); €1.8 billion from 
the EU budget + €1.8 billion from the 
member states. However, partnerships 
between the EU and third countries often 
neglect the perspective and rights of mi-
grants, which is both a problem in itself 
and is likely to undermine the success of 
these agreements. 

These development policies also 
targeted the large number of migrants 
and refugees in transit countries (par-

ticularly countries of first asylum), 
seeking to encourage them not to con-
tinue their journeys by helping them 
integrate more permanently into those 
countries. The reintegration of return-
ees is also a policy initiative to encour-
age people not to migrate again. 

Preventing people from 
leaving or returning 
them after arrival

Fortress Europe and Fortress America 
are metaphors for simply preventing 
people from gaining access to destina-
tion countries, either by blocking bor-
ders and erecting walls and fences as 
has been done by countries like Hun-
gary and Macedonia to block migrants 
coming from Greece, or by making 
bilateral or multilateral arrangements 
with transit countries. The most widely 
known multilateral agreement to stop 
migration through a transit country is 
the EU-Turkey refugee agreement. Bi-
lateral deals with sending countries are 
exemplified by such as the agreements 
between Italy and Libya, in which Italy 
agreed to train, equip and finance the 
Libyan coastguard as part of its effort 
to stop and turn back migrant boats and 
force thousands of people to return to 
Libya against their will.

If prevention fails, destination coun-
tries use repatriation, either forced 
(deportation) or voluntary (with incen-
tives). To this end, countries like Italy 
have signed repatriation agreements 
with origin countries. Repatriation is 
often enabled by the International Or-
ganization for Migration (IOM), which 
is the UN migration agency responsible 
for migrants (as opposed to UNHCR 
which is responsible for refugees). 
IOM has several programs encourag-
ing voluntary repatriation. 

Global Compacts 
Many of the solutions discussed above 
are addressed in two new Global Com-
pacts developed over the past two 
years. Both came out of the 2016 High 
Level Meeting on Large Movements 
of Refugees and Migrants and its re-
sulting New York Declaration. The two 
Compacts are the latest in multilateral 
efforts to address global migration. 

 On repatriation
The International Organization for Migration (IOM) is the UN migration 
agency responsible for migrants (as opposed to UNHCR which is respon-
sible for refugees). IOM and the European Union have a 25-million euro 
program called the EU-IOM Joint Initiative on Migrant Protection and Re-
integration, which is active in 26 countries in the Horn of Africa, the Sahel 
and Lake Chad region, and North Africa. The initiative supports ‘economic 
reintegration’ for returnees in countries of origin. These returnees are often 
young men in their 20s and 30s, who choose to return to their home coun-
tries instead of continuing their journeys to Europe. For example, irregular 
migration, known as tahriib, has been a popular route out of poverty and 
unemployment for many Somalilanders. In response, IOM and the EU are 
training over 60 migrants who opted to return to Somaliland from Libya. 
The returnees have access to "Start Your Business" training which provides 
business planning, procurement, marketing and financial planning skills. 
The goal is to enable returnees to open and grow their own businesses or 
to make them more employable. After the migrants complete the training, 
their business plans are vetted, start-up supplies are procured for them and 
they receive further monitoring and mentoring to ensure the sustainability 
of their businesses.

A vehicle transporting Syrian refugees from Lebanon is seen at the Zamrani crossing in the 
countryside of Damascus, Syria, on October 1, 2018. Hundreds of Syrian refugees returned 
to Syria from Lebanon in response to renewed calls by the Syrian government for refugees 
to return, state news agency SANA reported. (AMMAR SAFARJALANI XINHUA/EYE VI/REDUX)
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The Global Compact on Refugees 
(GCR) was drafted by UNHCR in con-
sultation with states, and focuses exclu-
sively on refugees (cross-border move-
ments in context of persecution and 
conflict) and asylum seekers. Its goals 
are to ease pressures on host countries, 
by enhancing refugee self-reliance, 
expanding access to third country 
solutions (such as resettlement), and 
supporting conditions for repatriation. 
However, the GCR does not address 
internally displaced persons (IDPs—
the largest global population of forced 
migrants), nor those displaced by en-
vironmental drivers, or those fleeing 
life-threatening situations but who do 
not qualify for refugee status. 

The Global Compact for Safe, Or-
derly and Regular Migration (GCM) 
is the latest and most ambitious of re-
cent global initiatives and is slated for 
adoption in December 2018. The GCM 
focuses on migrants who do not qualify 
as refugees, including those who are 
displaced by environmental change, 
natural disasters and the slow onset ef-
fects of climate change. The Compact 
identifies specific policy goals and best 
practices to which UN member states 
can commit in promoting safe and le-
gal alternatives to irregular migration. 
It seeks to assist and protect the rights 
of migrants, particularly migrants in 
transit, and to assist origin countries 
by providing support for early warn-
ing, disaster risk reduction and climate 
change adaptation programs, emer-
gency preparedness and prevention ef-
forts. It also provides for humanitarian 
admissions and non-return policies for 
those in need of international protec-
tion who do not qualify as refugees. 
The GCM is not legally binding, but 
emphasizes the importance of interna-
tional cooperation while reinforcing 
sovereignty. It was drafted through a 
state-led process (Mexico + Switzer-
land) and the final draft (expected to be 
approved at a conference in December 
2018 in Morocco) is subject to negotia-
tions but likely to be formally adopted 
with a few opt-outs, including the U.S. 
If so, political leadership will be need-
ed to ensure implementation.

Whether these two Global Compacts 

will make much difference either to the 
migration policies of states or the deci-
sion making or the plight of migrants, is 
unclear. Some observers say the Com-
pact is a last hope (for a long time) and 
an important opportunity for states to 
turn the vision of shared responsibil-
ity and cooperation on migration into 
a concrete plan, by working with each 
other and with other stakeholders on 
practical issues that need joint action. 
However several challenges remain, 
including how to find an acceptable 
balance between international coopera-
tion and national sovereignty and deci-
sionmaking, and what if any the signifi-
cance will be of the U.S. decision not to 
participate in the process. 

One of the biggest challenges to 
migration, however, does not come 
from the policy positions of UN mem-
ber states, but rather from the chang-
ing global migration industry. Prior 
to 2015, regular migration access to 
Europe was already constrained, but 
after 2015 as borders slammed shut, 
regular access whether for asylum 
seekers or economic migrants became 
much more difficult. As a result, the 
smuggling industry grew massively, 
its agents ranging from local money-
making schemes to global networks, 
and its activities increased too: wide-
spread advertising (particularly in so-
cial media), “door-to-door” journeys 

that included multi-city stops with 
frequent changes of fake documents, 
passports and visas obtained from cor-
rupted officials in various consulates. 
The power, sophistication and reach of 
this industry is unlikely to be stopped 
by Global Compacts, but the latter is 
another step in a long history of co-
operative efforts to help migrants and 
address migration problems.

Conclusion
This article has touched on only a few 
of the many issues raised by global mi-
gration, and has not had the space to 
address many more: how to ensure the 
smooth, regular and safe movement of 
people, how to facilitate the integra-
tion of migrants and their conversion 
into citizens, how to secure migration 
so that it is not a pathway for crime, 
terrorism and money laundering—
among many others. Nor are there 
easy or obvious answers to the many 
policy and protection questions raised 
in this article. We have not attempted to 
provide answers, nor suggest what it is 
that citizens like you can do to advocate 
for the best outcomes. Our hope is that 
the article will provoke discussion and 
further reading to promote deeper un-
derstanding. One thing only is certain, 
global migration cannot be ended, and 
it is trying to stop it is like building a 
sand castle on the beach. 

Members of the Spanish NGO Proactiva Open Arms place a lifejacket on the statue of 
Christopher Columbus in Barcelona on July 4, 2018, on the day that the NGO Proactiva 
Open Arms ship arrived with 60 migrants on board rescued as they tried to cross the 
Mediterranean from Libya after Italy and Malta refused access.(LLUIS GENE/AFP/GETTY IMAGES)
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discussion questions
 
1. How does migration into a certain area or region of the world 
become a global concern? What issues arise from high rates of 
migration that affect global foreign policy? 

2. What are the most pressing reasons that migration occurs today? 
What will migration and its causes look like in the future, especially 
in regards to climate change? 

3. How does intervention by international organizations such as 
the UN ameliorate issues that migration causes? How could agree-
ments such as the Global Compact on Refugees or the Global Com-
pact on Migration benefit both host countries and the migrants? Do 
you think that the Compacts will have any effect?

4. Although Europe faced a high volume of migration in 2015, 
the author pointed out that historically it was not a record. What 
differentiated the 2015 migration “crisis” from Europe’s previous 
periods of high migration? 

5. How do the economic and political issues surrounding migration 
affect the way host countries are able to assimilate migrants?  Are 
these issues a valid argument against migration? Why or why not? 

6. Several European countries have had incidents of terrorism 
perpetrated by migrants. Is migration itself inherently a security 
issue? How does migration lead to issues such as terrorism? How 
can political leaders and countries prevent terrorism from migrants?   
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To access web links to these readings, as well as links to  
additional, shorter readings and suggested web sites,
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Don’t forget: Ballots start on page 103!


