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Mission Statement

Chartered by Congress, the  Wilson Center provides nonpartisan counsel and insights on global affairs to policymakers 

through deep research, impartial analysis, and independent scholarship.

The Refugee and Forced Displacement Initiative (RAFDI) provides evidence-based analyses that translate research 

findings into practice and policy impact. Established in 2022 as a response to an ever-increasing number of people 

forcibly displaced from their homes by protracted conflicts and persecution, RAFDI aims to expand the space for 

new perspectives, constructive dialogue, and sustainable solutions to inform policies that will improve the future 

for the displaced people. RAFDI is directed by John Thon Majok, a former refugee, with a Working Group co-chaired 

by James Hollifield, Ora Nixon Arnold Professor of International Political Economy and Director of Tower Center at 

Southern Methodist University, and Susan Martin, the Herzberg Professor Emerita of International Migration at 

Georgetown University. 
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Executive Summary

Forced displacement is a persistent global challenge that requires international cooperation and sustained leadership 

to address it. The US and other stakeholders must do more to ease pressure on host countries; enhance refugee 

self-reliance; expand access to resettlement, integration and complementary pathways for refugees; and address 

the root causes of forced displacement.

This Working Group Report identifies six major policy and programming issues that require consistent response 

and effective leadership by the United States and others: 

1.	 Prevention and Preparedness: Need for innovative mechanisms to prevent and prepare for crises 
producing mass movements of people across and within borders.

2.	 Protection of Displaced People: Find better ways to protect refugees and other displaced people while 
addressing the root causes and consequences of their displacement. 

3.	 Solutions for Protracted Refugees: Need for greater progress in finding sustainable solutions for 
protracted refugees and other displaced people who are stuck in limbo. 

4.	 Refugee Participation: Continue to sustain and increase meaningful participation of refugees in  
decision-making on issues affecting them and to shape their narrative. 

5.	 International Cooperation: Ensure consistent efforts to strengthen international cooperation and 
organizations that protect and assist refugees and displaced people. 

6.	 Implementation of Global Compacts: Implement the Global Compact on Refugees and Global Compact 
on Migration while addressing their limitations.

The number of people forcibly displaced by conflicts, persecution, violence, and other human rights abuses has 

more than tripled from 33.9 million people in 1997 to at least 110 million people in 2023. As of mid-2023, there were 

62.2 million internally displaced persons; 36.4 million refugees who live in host countries; 6.1 million asylum seekers 

who are applying for recognition as refugees; and 5.3 million other people in need of international protection. 

The current forced displacement trend is likely to worsen in the years ahead unless the root causes are addressed. 

Current displacements from conflicts in Gaza, Syria, Afghanistan, Ukraine, Venezuela, Sudan, Myanmar, and others 

receive media attention, while many protracted refugee situations in Kenya, Colombia, Uganda, Bangladesh, 

Pakistan, and other countries disappear from the headlines. Prevention of conflict with its recurring displacement 

lags far behind what is needed in a world too often at war. Neighboring countries, often with few resources, 

continue to disproportionately host most refugees, and solutions to displacement remain tied to three elusive 

options: return, local integration, and resettlement, which remain inadequate. 

In addition to root causes, other key observations explain the worrying trends. First, global humanitarian architecture 

is strained to meet the challenges of 21st century forced displacement, which has increasingly become more 

permanent and a development issue. Program interventions and policies that do not align with the realities of this 

trend fail the host communities, donor countries, and the displaced. Second, the current forced migration flow is 

mixed, which means that refugees, asylum seekers, other displaced people, and victims of other disasters are 

moving along the same routes. Responding to this flow of people with diplomacy alone has proven ineffective 

and insufficient. Third, with many refugees staying in exile longer, protracted displacements severely limit their 
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opportunities and freedom in three main ways: displacing forces prevent them from returning home, marginalizing 

forces hamper their integration in host countries, and immobilizing forces block their forward mobility. Policies that 

neglect the interrelatedness of these structural forces in their responses and designs are unsustainable.

The United States is more likely to respond to global forced displacement challenges when four conditions come 

together. First, when there are strong foreign policy linkages to crises that produce refugees, and the refugees 

themselves are seen as part of US policy interests. Second, when there are clear and highly visible humanitarian 

needs. Third, when important domestic constituencies support action to address those pressing needs. Fourth, 

when there is a strong congressional backing of presidential decisions to exert leadership that facilitates action.

The US exerts its leadership on refugee issues as a donor and receiving country. In the former, the US provides 

assistance and protection for refugees and internally displaced persons in developing countries, while in the latter 

case, the focus is on admission and stay of those seeking protection within the US. 

The convening power of the US government has played an enormous role historically and continues to be one of the 

principal reflections of American leadership within the field. There are reasons to be cautious about US leadership. 

Amid record numbers of asylum seekers attempting to cross a too porous southern border and the resulting 

economic, social, and political pressures, US leadership and refugee protection have suffered. The confluence 

of border dysfunction and a global displacement crisis has sapped US resources, resolve, and leadership within 

the international refugee regime. Nevertheless, by most measures, the US is still the dominant power, whether 

measured by influence, money, or refugee admission levels. While the US government has been supportive of 

other governments that wish to take the lead in important international initiatives to enhance refugee protection, 

there is little likelihood that major changes in global policies would succeed without US agreement to them.

Recommendations 

Overall Recommendations 

•	 The administration, Congress, and others should continue to strongly articulate the reasons that policies 

affirming refugee protection are in the foreign policy and national security interests of the United States. 

•	 Congress should resuscitate the Bipartisan Congressional Refugee Caucus to keep focus on global refugee 

issues, which also have domestic implications.

•	 The White House should reestablish the position of US Coordinator for Refugee Affairs, who should chair 

a permanent Interagency Working Group to improve interagency coordination among the Department of 

State, US Agency for International Development, Department of Health and Human Services, Department of 

Homeland Security, Department of Justice, National Security Council, Domestic Policy Council, and others.

•	 The US Refugee Resettlement Program should be strengthened by placing a floor, rather than a ceiling, 

on the number of refugees to be admitted. This will help ensure that the admission of refugees is not 

politicized as is currently the case with presidential determinations required annually. Mechanisms should 

be maintained to allow an increase in resettlement above the floor when needed to address specific crises. 
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Prevention and Preparedness for Forced Displacement

•	 Prioritize constructive dialogue and discussion of forced displacement in the National Security Agenda. 

•	 Charge the National Security Council with coordinating displacement impact assessments when reviewing 

foreign policy and national security actions.

•	 Target financial support on efforts to improve early warning of displacement worldwide and increase funding 

for conflict mitigation and emergency preparedness.

Protection of Refugees and Other Displaced People 

•	 Encourage and provide resources that allow the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees to take 

meaningful steps to protect refugees and internally displaced persons from the threat of refoulement or 

forcible return, physical and sexual abuse, and other actions that may harm their lives and well-being. The US 

government can provide funding to augment its protection activities and use its own diplomacy to buttress 

protection worldwide. 

•	 Support implementation of provisions regarding protection in the United Nations Secretary General’s 

Action Agenda on Internal Displacement, buttressing the UN’s commitment “to advocate for unimpeded 

humanitarian access, and continue to provide neutral, impartial, and independent protection and assistance.”

•	 Enact legislation to fix weaknesses in asylum adjudication without undermining the ability of people who 

need protection in the United States, by providing the financial and human resources needed to reduce the 

growing backlogs in processing. 

•	 Utilize the provisions in the Refugee Act of 1980 for increasing the ceiling on refugee admissions when emergency 

resettlement is needed to protect refugees. This should reduce the future use of humanitarian parole. 

•	 Also, utilize the provisions in the Refugee Act to increase use of in-country processing, which allows 

internally displaced persons still in their home countries to be processed for resettlement if they otherwise 

meet the definition of a refugee in US law. 

•	 Provide additional funds and needed resources to help border communities and states that are receiving and 

hosting large numbers of asylum seekers in the US as well as those needed to help refugees and asylees 

integrate into the communities in which they resettle.

•	 With migrant flows to the US southern border increasing, it is important to redirect some of those numbers 

to more regular pathways by expanding access to student visas and work visas across the board. There 

must be a more permanent change to how the US accepts migrant workers, who may otherwise seek 

irregular pathways. By providing greater access to regular, documented routes, the caseload of US Customs 

and Border Protection officers and the backlog of asylum cases would be reduced.
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Finding Sustainable Solutions for Protracted Refugees

•	 Continue to prioritize finding solutions for those in protracted situations, including the integration of refugees 

in host countries, third-country resettlement, complementary pathways, and where possible, voluntary 

repatriation with dignity. Governments should also provide funding for programs that improve the wellbeing 

of refugees who are unable to avail themselves of the traditional durable solutions. 

•	 Encourage the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees to update its metrics, data collection, and 

analytics for measuring when protracted refugees and internally displaced persons have found durable 

solutions.

•	 Support efforts within the United Nations and member states to strengthen assistance, protection, and 

solutions for displaced people. Much more needs to be done to address the needs of this population, 

including increases in financial resources dedicated to them. 

•	 Enact legislation to provide legal permanent residence for people at risk in their own countries who were 

admitted to the United States under humanitarian parole. The Afghan Adjustment Act of 2023 is a model for 

attaining this goal. 

•	 Modify the statutes authorizing Temporary Protected Status to permit adjustment of status to legal 

permanent resident for those still unable to return home after a reasonable period while providing 

assistance to help beneficiaries repatriate when it is safe. 

•	 Implement new strategies that provide pathways to safe, orderly, and legal migration.

Sustaining Refugee Participation and Lived Experience

•	 Continue efforts to engage refugee-led organizations in policymaking on refugee and asylum issues. 

Continue to invest resources in building refugee leadership and refugee-led organizations to ensure that 

current positive trend in meaningful participation of refugees is sustained. 

•	 Support the Localization Agenda, a process by which the local and refugee-led organizations have the 

opportunity to take on leadership roles. 

•	 Invest in refugee and displaced women and youth organizations to ensure that they are meaningfully involved 

in decisions about their lives. 

•	 Institutionalize refugee participation at the Executive Committee of the United Nations High Commissioner 

for Refugees and other venues for policy making. 

•	 Encourage other member states to use the model of the US Refugee Advisory Board to formalize refugee 

participation.

•	 Engage people with lived experience and thematic expertise in an organized and equitable manner to 

continue to shape refugee narrative in public discourse.
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Strengthening Global Cooperation and Refugee Institutions

•	 Strengthen global cooperation to give assistance, protection, and solutions for displaced people. A process 

like the Global Refugee Forum should be established that brings together states to discuss and make 

commitments for responsibility-sharing for internally displaced persons. 

•	 Provide adequate funding for the international organizations that protect and assist refugees. There is 

chronic under-funding of appeals from UN agencies for support. US leadership is needed to encourage other 

countries to increase their funding levels.

•	 Require strict accountability measures as a condition of funding in global institutions to better protect, 

provide for, and serve the refugees and other displaced peoples. Ensure that these organizations monitor 

their expatriate and local staff to make sure they are adhering to the fundamental humanitarian principles of 

humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and independence.

Implementing the Global Compacts on Refugees and Migration

•	 Give high priority to enhancing responsibility-sharing, an essential feature of the Global Compact on Refugees 

in which progress requires sustained and active leadership.

•	 Forced displacement issues should be mainstreamed in multilateral processes and fora, including the 

Sustainable Development Goals, Conference of the Parties to the UN Framework Convention of Climate 

Change, Summit of the Future, New Agenda for Peace, Group of Seven, and Group of Twenty, among others.

•	 Implement the commitments made at the 2023 Global Refugee Forum, which include provisions to enhance 

economic inclusion and social protection; prioritize gender-based violence prevention, mitigation, and 

response; commit to increase resettlement opportunities in the US and elsewhere; increase complementary 

pathways for those in need of protection; and advocate for inclusion of refugees in national education 

systems and multilateral education processes.

•	 Implement the provisions of Global Compact on Migration to support global cooperation on the governance 

and management of international migration.
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Glossary I: Acronyms

BHA: Bureau of Humanitarian Assistance

CBP: Customs and Border Protection

COP: Conference of the Parties to the UN Framework 
Convention of Climate Change

CRCP: Consultants on Resettlement and 
Complementary Pathways

DHS: Department of Homeland Security

ECOSOC: Economic and Social Council

EU: European Union

ExCom: Executive Committee of UNHCR

GCFF: Global Concessional Financing Facility

G7: Group of Seven

G20: Group of 20

GCM: Global Compact for Safe, Orderly, and Regular 
Migration

GCR: Global Compact on Refugees

GRF: Global Refugee Forum

IASC: Inter-Agency Standing Committee

ICRC: International Committee of the Red Cross

IDA: International Development Association

IDP: Internally Displaced Person

IGO: Intergovernmental Organization

IOM: International Organization for Migration

MSMEs: Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises

NACARA: Nicaraguan Adjustment and Central 
American Relief Act

NGO: Nongovernmental Organization

NSC: National Security Council

ORR: Office of Refugee Resettlement

PRM: Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration

PS4R: Private Sector for Refugees

RAFDI: Refugee and Forced Displacement Initiative

RLO: Refugee Led Organization

SDGs: Sustainable Development Goals

TPS: Temporary Protected Status

UN: United Nations

UNCCP: UN Conciliation Commission for Palestine

UNHCR: United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees

UNICEF: United Nations International Children’s 
Emergency Fund

UNOCHA: United Nations Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs

UNRRA: United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation 
Administration

UNRWA: UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian 
Refugees

USCIS: US Citizenship and Immigration Services

USRAB: United States Refugee Advisory Board

USRAP: United States Refugee Admissions Program

WBG: World Bank Group

WFP: World Food Program

WHR: Window for Host Communities 
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Glossary II: Simplified Definitions 

Asylum Seeker: Someone who has fled their country of origin due to persecution, instability, violence, disaster, 

conflict, or other threats to their safety. Asylum seekers flee to another country for safety and stability but have not 

yet been granted refugee status or other forms of legal protection and are awaiting processing. 

Forced Displacement: A situation in which groups, individuals, or communities are involuntarily compelled to leave 

their region or country of origin due to factors such as conflict, persecution, natural disasters, or instability. 

Host Country: A nation or state which hosts displaced individuals, refugees, asylum seekers, or other migrants. 

Oftentimes, host countries and communities will provide humanitarian assistance or opportunities for integration 

for the displaced groups in their borders. 

Immigrant: Someone who makes a conscious decision to leave a home country and moves to a foreign country 

with the intention of settling there, usually, permanently.

Internally Displaced Person: A person who flees violence, persecution, instability, conflict, or other threats to 

safety but remains in their country of origin. 

Migrant: A person who moves from place to place, either within home country or across the borders, usually to 

seek better opportunities.

Protracted Displacement: When displaced groups are removed from their home for extended periods of time, 

from 5 years to decades. Those in protracted situations are unable to return to their places of origins but are also 

often waiting to be locally integrated or resettled elsewhere. 

Refugee: A person who has been forced to flee and is unable to return to their home country due to persecution, 

conflict, violence, or other threats to their safety. A refugee typically flees to another country and is recognized 

under specific provisions of international law. 

Refugee-Led Organization: An organization or group in which persons with direct lived experience of  forced 

displacement play a primary leadership role and whose stated objectives and activities are focused on responding 

to the needs of refugees and/or related communities.

Stateless: An individual who is not considered a citizen by any country or has legal status in any nation. Statelessness 

can occur due to displacement and slow legal proceedings while waiting to gain any type of status. 

Temporary Protected Status: A temporary immigration protective status granted to individuals of a certain country 

in active conflict, instability, or natural disaster. Governments of host countries offer TPS to immigrants of countries 

in emergency or urgent situations to allow for quicker integration, resettlement, and temporary legal status until 

permanent status can be made. 
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Introduction 

This Working Group Report seeks to provide guidance and recommendations for the US government and other 

actors on ways to protect, assist, and find sustainable solutions for refugees and other displaced people. 

The report begins with a historical overview of forced movements of people in search of safety and security. It 

then focuses on the factors that have affected US governmental responses to forced displacement. Next are 

sections on six main policy challenges: 1) preparing for and addressing the causes of displacement, 2) protecting 

those who must seek safety, 3) providing solutions for those who are in protracted situations, 4) ensuring the 

active participation of the displaced people in finding solutions, 5) strengthening international cooperation and 

organizations that protect and assist refugees and other displaced people, and 6) implementing the two global 

compacts on refugees and migration. The final section provides actionable recommendations for improving US and 

international responses to forced migration.

As of mid-2023, there were more than 110 million people displaced globally from conflict and human rights abuses. 

Internally displaced persons constituted the largest proportion, at 62.2 million; another 36.4 million are refugees 

including 5.9 million Palestinian refugees under the mandate of the UN Relief and Works Administration (UNRWA); 

5.3 million are other people in need of international protection, including those leaving Venezuela; and 6.1 million 

are asylum seekers, who are applying for recognition as refugees. The trend is towards increasing displacement 

over time, as seen in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: People Forced to Flee 2009 to mid-2023

Source: UNHCR Midyear Trends Report 2023. https://www.unhcr.org/us/mid-year-trends
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highly unlikely for asylum seekers to find safe havens, regardless of the validity of their claims of refugee status. 

These measures include outright bans on admission, as seen in the United States and other countries during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, interdiction of asylum seekers en route, externalization of border control, immediate return 

to home countries or redirection to third countries, mandatory detention, and tightened standards for assessing 

eligibility for asylum, among others.

Another challenge is the protection of people who were not originally included in the 1951 UN Convention on the 

Status of Refugees but who have a compelling reason to seek safety elsewhere. As discussed below, the Refugee 

Convention defines refugees as people with a well-founded fear of persecution on the basis of their race, religion, 

nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion. These are individuals who cannot rely on 

the protection of their own countries. Protection for internally displaced persons has been defined by the Guiding 

Principles on Internal Displacement, a non-binding instrument, except in certain regions, such as sub-Saharan 

Africa, which adopted a binding convention specifically on IDPs. Those fleeing conflict have been included within 

the mandate of the UNHCR for many years but some countries, including the United States, do not consider 

such persons to be refugees for the purpose of protection unless they have a well-founded fear of persecution 

on the specified grounds. They may be protected on a discretionary basis by statuses such as complementary or 

temporary protection.

A further challenge is the lack of effective mechanisms to avert displacement while still protecting those facing 

serious risk to their lives and livelihoods. When governments implement policies, such as economic sanctions 

or military intervention, they seldom consider the potential risk of mass displacement. Even when they move 

ahead knowing large-scale displacement is imminent, they do not necessarily take steps to prepare for what 

then becomes humanitarian crises. This lack of preparedness only makes the situation worse for refugees and 

the displaced. Since the causes of displacement are multi-faceted, it is important to understand all the underlying 

factors influencing these movements. In that regard, the impact of climate change on displacement is pertinent: 

Refugees and internally displaced persons live in areas that are affected by climate change and experience secondary 

displacement from drought and floods. Moreover, armed conflicts over resources made scarcer by climate change 

can provoke large-scale displacement if governments are unprepared and solutions to scarcity are not available. 

All these gaps in protection present human, national and international security problems for the displaced as well 

as the communities and countries to which they flee. The human dimension is most visible. Displacement is by 

no means a safe and secure option for those fleeing even more dangerous situations. Asylum seekers often face 

life-threatening conditions on the route to what they hope is safety. Movements through the Darién Gap between 

Colombia and Panama is only one example. Multiple displacements, as conflicts move from one part of a country 

to another, are common for the internally displaced and people who are stuck in border areas of their country of 

refuge as conflicts spill over into the host country. An example is the transient trend that has emerged in the border 

areas of Uganda and the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

Host communities also experience dangers from such cross-border violence. These, of course, lead to national 

security problems and international security concerns, particularly when other countries become involved in a 

conflict to protect civilian populations, including displaced people. For example, after UN peacekeepers in Bosnia 
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and Rwanda were unable to protect civilians because of a limited mandate during those respective crises, the 

terms of engagement were expanded to include protection of non-combatants. Large-scale displacement can also 

complicate efforts to negotiate an end to conflicts. Ignoring the situation of refugees and displaced people in peace 

negotiations comes at considerable risk, particularly if they are the families of combatants. 

While most refugees and IDPs are in less developed countries, wealthier countries are often even more vocal about 

the security risks they see coming from asylum seekers crossing their borders. This is not a new phenomenon, 

as discussed in the next section. Empires and individual states have long been suspicious, sometimes for good 

reasons, that asylum seekers have ulterior motives for entering their territory, including to work illegally or cause 

physical harm to their citizens. Protecting borders is an essential function of governments. When they are unable to 

control their borders as effectively as they would like, they seek solutions that may be harmful to refugees as well 

as those not fitting the definition but still in need of protection. 

The next section is a historical overview of forced movements of people in search of safety and security. The report 

then focuses on the factors that have affected the US governmental response to forced displacement. Next are 

sections on the major challenges to effective policies and practices in addressing the plight of displaced people. The 

final section provides concrete recommendations for improving US and international responses.

Historical Background 

Forced migration took on many of its contemporary meanings and formulations in the transition from a world of 

empires to one of nation-states, an uncertain and tortuous process that began to unfold in the late 19th century. 

Refugees, in the modern sense of the word, were people who had been simultaneously displaced and stripped of 

their nationality, rendering them not just physically homeless but also politically unprotected. 

The First World War, with its bloody transformation of the old empires into Balkan, Eastern European, and Middle 

Eastern nation-states, produced millions more displaced people, including large numbers of Russians fleeing the 

Bolsheviks and Armenian survivors of the wartime genocide. The same historical processes that were dismembering 

the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires into ethnically conscious nation-state were also unfolding in Western 

Europe and the United States, whose previously more or less open-door policies were now replaced with ever 

stricter immigration laws. What, then, is to do with the displaced, whom the Allied peace negotiators considered 

hazardous to political and economic stability in this fragile postwar world? 

The new League of Nations established an office for refugee affairs in 1920 that provided a few different answers 

to this question. The office was headed up by a Norwegian diplomat named Fridtjof Nansen who had made a name 

for himself in his youth as a polar explorer. Over the League’s first years, Nansen’s mandate expanded from an initial 

responsibility for the two million Russians displaced by the country’s civil war to include homeless Armenians, 

Assyrians, and Anatolian Greeks. This weighty charge came with almost no money and not much political clout; 

Nansen’s office spent much of its time fundraising and depended heavily on the work of private aid organizations. 

Over the course of the early 1920s, Nansen built an international refugee regime around a single core principle: that 

refugees deployed as workers could serve as a crucial resource for their new host states. 
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Domestic policymaking also demonstrated the US government’s unwillingness to admit refugees. The St. Louis 

debacle is an example. The MS St. Louis sailed from Hamburg, Germany on May 13, 1939, with more than 900 

German Jews aboard, bound for Cuba. At least one passenger had been in the Dachau concentration camp, 

imprisoned on Kristallnacht. To the misfortune of the St. Louis passengers, a generally positive view of refugees 

was shifting in Cuba. The economy had declined, and refugees were criticized for competing with Cubans for 

limited jobs. When the St. Louis arrived in Cuban territorial waters, the ship could not dock. The captain headed for 

US territorial waters in the hope that the United States would accept the refugees on a humanitarian basis. The US 

government refused, stating that the passengers should apply for admission through normal visa processing. The 

St. Louis then headed back to Hamburg. On the way, Great Britain (288), the Netherlands (181), Belgium (214), and 

France (224) agreed to receive the refugees. Only about half of those on board the St. Louis survived the Holocaust.

The failure of the United States to respond more generously and effectively to the plight of the Jewish refugees was 

one of the darkest moments in American history. A combination of anti-Semitism, fear of economic competition, 

diplomatic pressures, and a general lack of political will by Franklin Roosevelt and most of his administration resulted 

in an exclusionary policy that could not be modified even in the face of persecution. 

During and just after the war, the mostly American-run United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Agency (UNRRA) 

sought to control the problem of displacement by enforcing mass repatriation, not infrequently against the will 

of the displaced. But at the new UN, the idea of putting refugees to work became a cornerstone of post-1945 

refugee policy and practice. The International Refugee Organization, which succeeded UNRRA, modeled itself 

after the League’s office in its emphasis on employment-based resettlement far from Allied shores—eventually 

proudly broadcasting that it had managed to remove “four out of five” of its charges to destinations outside 

Western Europe.

US refugee policy on admission of displaced persons began to change, largely in response to the beginning of the 

Cold War. Internationally, the US blocked plans to designate the International Labor Organization (ILO) the principal 

UN agency responsible for refugees because communist countries were on its governing council. Domestically, 

changes could be seen as well in refugee admissions. In 1947, with the support of the Truman administration, 

new legislation was introduced to permit the entry of 220,000 displaced people. They were to be admitted within 

existing quotas, so as not to raise questions about the underlying restrictive immigration law in place, but provisions 

were made to borrow visas from future years. Several subsequent bills were adopted that increased the number of 

displaced people to be admitted. The Refugee Relief Act of 1951 defined those to be admitted as refugees as those 

individuals who had fled a Communist country. 

It was at this point that the newly established United Nations decided to codify a formal international legal definition 

of refugees, who would henceforth be eligible for specific rights and guarantees, most notably non-refoulement: 

the right not to be returned to a persecuting country. The Convention had both temporal and geographic restrictions, 

applying only to those displaced prior to 1951 who were in Europe. This followed the tendency of the League of 

Nations (LON) and post-World War II international organizations to treat each refugee crisis independently. The 

UNHCR overcame these constraints in certain situations, as discussed below in greater detail.
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The Convention explicitly left out refugees who were already being assisted by other UN agencies. The UN had 

established the UN Korean Rehabilitation Administration (UNKRA) as a special authority with broad powers to plan 

and supervise rehabilitation and relief during the conflict in Korea. It also established the UN Relief and Works 

Administration for Palestinian Refugees (UNRWA), which was mandated to assist those who were displaced, and 

the UN Conciliation Commission for Palestine (UNCCP), which was mandated to seek an end to conflict and protect 

Palestinian refugees. 

The Convention limitations did not fully impede the UNHCR, established shortly before adoption of the Convention, 

in its ability to aid refugees outside of Europe. In the mid-1950s, the UNHCR used what it called its “good offices” 

to work outside Europe as well as in countries such as Hungary with refugee crises emerging post 1951. In 1967, 

governments adopted a protocol that removed the geographic and temporal restrictions in the 1951 Convention. The 

definition remained the same, however, in focusing on persecution as the principal cause of refugee movements. 

Too often, the result was the immobilization of what the UN now called “non-Convention” refugees, confined to 

camps, without authorization of employment in the larger economy of the countries in which they resided. It was 

to prove a longstanding pattern. 

In recognition of the harmful effects of such camps, UNHCR adopted a new policy in 2014 that promoted alternatives, 

noting that most refugees were, by then, living in urban areas. The policy was built on the UNHCR notion that 

enabling refugees to reside in communities lawfully, peacefully and without harassment, whether in urban or in 

rural areas, supports their ability to take responsibility for their lives, families, and communities. 

In the 1980s and beyond, the United States and other countries started to embrace the concepts of complementary, 

subsidiary, and temporary protection. They sought new ways to recognize the need for some level of protection for 

those leaving or unable to return to dangerous situations, without offering the full array of rights accorded under the 

UN Refugee Convention. In the United Kingdom this was known as “temporary leave to remain” and in Germany the 

Duldung, or toleration status. These provided temporary suspension of deportation of those who would otherwise 

be subject to return. The European Union codified the concept in its Temporary Protection Directive (TPD), which 

was triggered for the first time in response to the flight of Ukrainians following the Russian invasion of their country. 

The United States adopted similar legislation in 1990. Temporary Protected Status (TPS) permits undocumented 

migrants already in the country to remain temporarily if they come from designated countries that are experiencing 

conflict or natural disasters. Although they technically remain deportable, the tendency has been to continue to renew 

TPS, sometimes for decades. With these quasi-legal statuses, those fleeing crises receive work authorization but 

are generally not allowed to bring family members to join them. Humanitarian parole, as recently used in admitting 

Afghans, Ukrainians, and others, provides similar protection but it is used to bring affected people into the US from 

abroad. In this sense, these statuses mirror policies that have deep historic roots, such as the Nansen Passports.

The end of the Cold War had profound effects on the overall refugee system as did the growing threat of 

terrorism in the early 21st century. During the Cold War, Western governments, led by the United States, argued 

that refugees ‘voted with their feet’ to escape the communist tyranny of the Soviet Union and its proxy states. 

None of the Eastern Bloc countries ratified the Refugee Convention nor joined the executive committee of 




