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DEFINITIONS

Refugee: a 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 to or, owing to such fear, is unwilling 
to avail himself/herself of the protection of that country...”1

Asylum seeker: Article 14 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that, 
“Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution.” 
Asylum seekers are people who claim to have suffered persecution in their country of 
origin, and are looking for refuge in another country.

Internally Displaced Person (IDP): “persons or groups of persons who have been forced 
or obliged to þee 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 conþict, situations of generalized 
violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who have not 
crossed an internationally recognized State border.ò2

HOW MANY REFUGEES AND FROM WHERE?

Refugee numbers and countries of origin change constantly in response to global events, 
such as conþict, famine, and changes in government. From 2000 to 2005, the number of 
refugees fell steadily, to just over nine million people. Among the most signiýcant repatriation 
movements during that time were the four million Afghans who returned home since 2002. 
Yet, the UNHCRôs 2006 Global Trendôs report indicated that the numbers of refugees had 
risen for the ýrst time in ýve years to ten million: primarily due to the Iraq crisis. Today, 
internal conþict and civil war is more common than inter-state conþict, resulting in fewer 
refugees but more internal displacement. For example, civil conþicts in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo and Sudan accounted for an estimated seven and a half million internally 
displaced people in 2005.

Determining the exact number of refugees can be difýcult. This is due to many countries 
keeping incomplete or inaccurate records; to refugees returning home, or moving on to 
other countries, during the course of a year; and to births and deaths among refugees. 
Furthermore, as internally displaced people are not included in statistics relating to refugees, 
it can be difýcult to obtain an accurate picture of how many people have been displaced by 
a conþict or other catalyst.

Total Population of concern to UNHCR by region of asylum and category January 2005

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A REFUGEE AND A MIGRANT?

Migrants choose to leave their homeland and they settle in a country of their choice. They 
usually have time to plan ahead, are well-prepared, and emigrate with their families. They 
take their possessions and important documentation with them. Migrants leave knowing 
that they can return to their homeland for visits, or permanently if they wish. Refugees do 
not choose to leave their homeland, but þee in response to a crisis. They have little choice 
about where they go or how they will travel. Refugees must often leave family members 
and personal possessions behind. They arrive in their new country ill prepared and often 
traumatised. They have few possessions, ýnancial resources, or ofýcial documentation. 
Furthermore, refugees are more likely than migrants to experience stigma and prejudice in 
their resettlement country; and are unlikely to be able to return to their home country. 
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DIVERSITY

Refugees come from a wide range of countries, cultures, and circumstances. Refugees may 
have experienced years of warfare; internal displacement or repression; siege conditions 
in their home town or cities; or many other forms of chaos and violence. All refugees 
have experienced persecution; and many have experienced eviction from their homes, 
aerial bombardment, arrest and killing of family members, imprisonment or detention 
(often without reasonable cause and for long periods of time), or separation from family 
members. Many refugees have also survived physical violence, rape, torture, starvation, 
and dangerous journeys to asylum countries.

WHO CAN’T BECOME A REFUGEE?

A refugee is a civilian; so cannot be a soldier. A person who continues to engage in armed 
action against his or her country of origin from the country of asylum cannot be considered 
a refugee. In addition, people who have participated in war crimes and violations of 
international humanitarian and human rights law are excluded from the protection accorded 
to refugees. However, in practice, especially during a mass exodus, it is sometimes difficult 
to separate people suspected of serious human rights violations from actual refugees. For 
example, in the 1990s, known human rights violators lived in the huge refugee camps for 
Rwandans established in surrounding countries.1 

REFUGEE CAMPS

“No matter how well refugee camps have been organised, they all lead to demoralisation, and 
usually become total institutions, often unsafe, and are usually totally desolate alienating 
places,” Sue Elliot, independent development practitioner.

Refugees arriving en masse and by land (that is by walking over an international border) 
either concentrate on an unoccupied site and create a camp, or take residence in a camp 
that has been created for them by the host country, an NGO such as the Red Cross, or 
the UNHCR (or a combination of these). Depending on the conditions, refugee camps may 
be well-organised; or huge, haphazard collections of makeshift shelters. A badly planned 
refugee camp can lead to overcrowding, poor hygiene, and the rapid spread of diseases 
such as measles, meningitis, and cholera. Lack of adequate shelter may mean that the 
population is deprived of privacy and exposed to the elements. Refugee camps are usually 
comprised of between a few thousand to a few hundred thousand people, although the 
refugee camps in Zaire that developed as a result of genocide in Rwanda in 1994 were 
home to around a million refugees.2 

Refugee camps are usually designed to be a temporary home; as it is intended that refugees 
will either return to their country of origin when it becomes safe to do so, settle in the 
country of asylum, or resettle in a third country. However, according to the UNHCR, the 
average duration of a major refugee situation increased from nine years in 1993 to 17 
years in 2003. The UNHCR describes the consequences of protracted refugee situations as 
“wasted lives, squandered resources and future problems, in terms of potential security 
risks”.3
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