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Refugees and migrants arrive in 
new destinations and encounter 
new realities; during their journey 
and displacement, they aspire to 
create a safe and promising future 
for themselves and their families. 
This starts with finding sustainable 
ways of living.

The two main options include 
integration into a migration site 
( “host community” ) or return 
to ( and re-integration in ) their 
countries of origin. 

However, before we ask what the 
international protection regime 
proffers as solutions to the integra-
tion or re-integration challenges 
faced by refugees, commonly 
referred to as “durable solutions,” 
we must first ask another question: 
where do refugees live during their 
flight?

Denis Sullivan
BCARS Director 

We should 
be integrating 

refugees, not just 
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Once refugees flee their home 
countries and cross international 
borders, the new country where 
they arrive is referred to as, accord-
ing to international law, the “first 
country of asylum.” 

The first country of asylum 
typically neighbors or is in close 
geographic proximity to refugees’ 
country of origin. 

Upon arrival, and depending on 
the asylum and migration laws 
in the first country of asylum, 
refugees reside in local settlements 
which can include refugee camps, 
admission centers, or self-settled 
homes in urban settings. 

Since the vast majority of the 
world’s refugees ( over 80% ) live in 
low-income countries with limited 
resources in the Middle East and 
Africa, these “host” countries often 
offer refugees temporary or short-
term crisis management solutions 
with the assumption that refugees 
will go back to their “home” coun-
tries in the near future. 

This assumption overlooks two 
important realities: 1 ) refugee cri-
ses are becoming more and more 
protracted, and 2 ) after long years 
of asylum outside of their home 
countries, many refugees establish 
new lives and form new and more 
complex conceptions of “home.”  

A relevant example is the over 
70-year-old refugee camps that 
exist in Lebanon today. Short-term 
and crisis-management-based solu-
tions are no longer providing the 
assistance necessary for refugees in 
protracted situations, hence longer 
term and more durable solutions 
are being explored in the fields 
of humanitarian assistance and 
migration. 

I.
Human Displacement: 
Where Do Refugees Live During Their Flight?
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UNHCR. 2007. Solutions for Refugees.1

Once refugee status has been de-
termined and immediate protec-
tion needs are addressed, refugees 
need support to find long-term, 
durable solutions to the challenges 
they face. 

According to 1951 Geneva Con-
vention Relating to the Status 
of Refugees, the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees 
( UNHCR ) promotes three durable 
solutions for refugees as part of its 
core mandate: 1 ) voluntary repa-
triation; 2 ) local integration; and 
3 ) resettlement. 

There is no formal hierarchy of 
these durable solutions; rath-
er, they represent an integrated 

approach that is implemented in 
close cooperation with countries of 
origin, host states, humanitarian 
and development actors, as well as 
the refugees themselves.1

II.
Durable Solutions for Refugees 

Source: Global Trends, Forced Displacement in 2015, UNHCR.
Protracted Refugee Situations by Duration  •  2015
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Crisp, Jeff. 2004. “The local integration and local settlement of refugees: a conceptual and historical analysis.” 2

The 1951 UN Refugee Convention 
envisaged the local integration of 
refugees, and in this respect drew 
particular attention to the role 
of citizenship in the search for 
durable solutions. Evidence of this 
can be seen in Article 34 of the 
Convention, which instructs host 
states to expedite naturalization 
and assimilation proceedings.2 

How states attempt to implement 
Article 34 varies. However, there 
are typically three foundational 
processes to local integration. 

First, it is a legal process, whereby 
refugees are granted a progressively 
wider range of rights and enti-
tlements by the host state. These 
include, for example, the right to 
seek employment, to engage in 
other income-generating activities, 
to own and dispose of property, to 
enjoy freedom of movement and to 
have access to public services such 
as education. This gradual accu-
mulation of rights may lead to the 
acquisition of permanent residence 
rights and ultimately citizenship in 
the country of asylum.3

Second, local integration is an 
economic process. For in acquiring 
the rights and entitlements referred 
to above, refugees also improve 
their potential to establish sustain-
able and independent livelihoods.4 

Third, local integration is a social 
process, enabling refugees to live 
amongst or alongside the people of 
the asylum country. It is conse-
quently a process that involves 
social interactions between the 
refugees and host population.5

II.
Durable Solutions for Refugees 
a. Local integration in the first country of asylum

Ibid. 3

Ibid. 4

Ibid. 5

Source: Global Trends, Forced Displacement in 2015, UNHCR.
Major Refugee-Hosting Countries  •  2014 -2015 (end-year)
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These foundational processes 
provide strategies to help achieve 
local integration, but challenges to 
integration remain. 

First, there is increased concern 
about the perceived negative eco-
nomic and environmental impact 
of large-scale refugee populations 
in countries which are struggling 
to meet the needs of their own citi-
zens; Second, host states are reluc-
tant to accommodate large num-
bers of refugees, resulting from a 

perception that the more prosper-
ous members of the international 
community are not sufficiently 
committed to burden-sharing; 
Third, there is a belief that exiled 
populations represent a threat to 
local, national and regional securi-
ty; Fourth, popular antagonism to 
the presence of refugees creates a 
more hostile environment, mobi-
lized in some cases by the media 
and unscrupulous politicians; 
Fifth, there is an increasingly 
restrictive asylum climate, 

associated with a fear that states 
are losing their ability to control 
the movement of people across 
international borders.6 

Hence, while the principle of local 
integration may be firmly estab-
lished and outlined in interna-
tional refugee law, its practice has 
been very limited due to the lack 
of political will and/or resources in 
the first country of asylum.

II.
Durable Solutions for Refugees 
a. Local integration in the first country of asylum

Geiger, M. & A. Pécoud. 2010. Politics of International Migration Management. Palgrave Macmillan: UK. 6
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Resettlement is the transfer of ref-
ugees from country of first asylum 
to a third state that has agreed to 
admit them with permanent-res-
idence status. Until the mid-
1980s, resettlement was generally 
perceived by the UN as the ideal 
“durable solution.” 

In the aftermath of the Second 
World War, resettlement was 
the primary means by which the 
International Refugee Organiza-
tion, and later UNHCR, provided 
solutions for the displaced. 

This strategy was used to resettle 
the nearly 200,000 refugees of 

the 1956 Hungarian Revolution, 
40,000 expelled from Uganda 
by Idi Amin in 1972, and 5,000 
facing refoulement ( forcible return ) 
from Augusto Pinochet’s Chile 
in 1973. 

Perhaps most notably, resettlement 
was used to address the problem 
of the Vietnamese ‘boat people,’ of 
whom nearly 2 million were reset-
tled as a result of the 1989 Com-
prehensive Plan of Action ( CPA ) 
for Indochina.8

Many refugees nowadays aspire 
to be resettled in a developed 
country, where they can create a 

better life for themselves. Howev-
er, available resettlement locations 
are limited and severely decreasing 
in number. For example, in 2012 
less than 0.6% the world’s refugees 
were resettled.9 Further, in 2017 
the US cut down on refugee reset-
tlement program by 50%. 

Therefore, the option of “resettle-
ment in a third country of asy-
lum,” even though it contributes 
to mitigating the plight of refu-
gees, it is only available to a very 
small percentage. 

II.
Durable Solutions for Refugees 
b. Resettlement in a third country of asylum

Global Trends, Forced Displacement in 2015, UNHCR.7

UNHCR. 2006. The State of the World’s Refugees: Human Displacement in the New Millennium. Geneva: Switzerland. 8

Bradley, Megan, 2013. “Is Resettlement a Solution for Syria’s Refugee Crisis?” Brookings.9

UNHCR submitted 134,000 refugees to UN member states 
for resettlement. According to government statistics, states 
admitted 107,100 refugees for resettlement during the year, 
with or without UNHCR’s assistance. The United States of 
America accepted the highest number of refugees, at 66,500.7

In 2015, 
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During the late 1980s, the 
UNHCR became active in efforts 
to promote repartition and to 
provide assistance to returned 
populations. One of UNHCR’s 
most important roles is to ensure 
the voluntary nature of repatri-
ation. As outlined in the 1951 
Convention, individuals must 
sign a form stating that they freely 
choose to take part in a repatria-
tion program. 

While it is usually ( but not 
always ) the case that refugees are 
not physically coerced into repatri-
ation, the voluntary nature of the 
decision to return may be difficult 
or even impossible to establish in 
cases where those who opt not to 
repatriate face closure in camps, 
cessation of aid, and harassment by 
local security forces. 

II.
Durable Solutions for Refugees 
c. Voluntary repatriation to the refugee’s country of origin 

“…Refugee movements are a contemporary scourge which spare no conti-
nent. ( … ) [ T ]he most natural solution is still voluntary repatriation, for 
it enables refugees to rediscover their social and cultural roots, which give 
them the comforting feeling of belonging to their country of origin. ( … ) We 
enter 1989 with a renewed hope that more refugees will be granted their 
wish to return to their homeland.”10 

Although the above editorial was 
written by the UNHCR in 1988, 
there is good reason to believe 
that the underlying assumptions 
around the voluntary repatriation 
of forced migrants still influence 
the outlook of today’s practitioners 
and policy makers. 

While voluntary repatriation is 
perceived as such a “natural” pro-
cess by governments, policy mak-
ers, donor countries, practitioners, 
and researchers, these actors have 
typically disregarded, or at least 
overlooked, the implications of 
repatriation from the returnees’ 
point of view. 

It is assumed that beyond the 
technical aspects of reintegration, 
such as establishing physical, legal, 
and material security as well as 

a platform for socio-economic 
development, the return of forced 
migrants to their country of origin 
does not raise any particular chal-
lenge to those who participate in 
repatriation programs. 

More importantly, due to the 
increasingly protracted nature of 
crises forcing refugees to flee the 
number of refugees who are able 
to return home is miniscule when 
compared to the number of those 
who must remain outside their 
countries of origin. 

For example, during 2015 only 
201,400 refugees ( out of 60 mil-
lion ) returned to their countries of 
origin ( see below ). Most returned 
to Afghanistan ( 61,400 ), Sudan 
( 39,500 ), Somalia ( 32,300 ), or 
the Central African Republic 
( 21,600 ).11

Hocké in Refugees, UNHCR 1989: 5.10

Global Trends, Forced Displacement in 2015, UNHCR.11
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The three “traditional” durable 
solutions detailed above have been 
outlined and relied upon by the in-
ternational community to address 
challenges faced by refugees. 

They have helped thousands of 
refugees arrive in and integrate 
into their new homes or return to 
and reintegrate into their countries 
of origin. 

However, millions of refugees 
remain in need of permanent solu-
tions to cope with the increasingly 
protracted challenges they face due 
to their refugee status. 

The lack of options, coupled with 
the desperate situation many 
face either in transit or their first 
country of asylum, drives tens of 
thousands of to risk their lives by 

III.
Rethinking Durable Solutions

turning to irregular and dangerous 
migration routes and methods. 
This is exemplified by the un-
precedented numbers of refugees 
attempting to cross the Mediterra-
nean Sea to gain entry to Europe, 
and the high death tolls associated 
with that journey. 

Source: Global Trends, Forced Displacement in 2015, UNHCR.
Refugee Returns  (in millions)  •  1999 - 2015 (end year)
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 IOM. Global Compact for Migration, https://www.iom.int/global-compact-migration.12

Most recently, the New York 
Declaration for Refugees and 
Migrants, signed on 19 September 
2016 at the UN General Assembly, 
recognized the need for a com-
prehensive approach to human 
mobility. 

It emphasizes integration as a key 
objective to aid the development 
of both refugee and host com-
munities in receiving countries: 
“integrate migrants, addressing 
their needs and capacities as well 
as those of receiving communities, 
in humanitarian and development 
assistance frameworks and plan-
ning.”12 

An important example for imple-
menting this policy is the work 
permit initiative in Jordan for 

Syrian refugees. This unprecedent-
ed initiative was agreed upon at 
the London Donors’ Conference 
in 2016. 

The deal, now known as the Jor-
dan Compact, pledged over $1.8 
billion USD to Jordan in grants 
and loans at concessionary rates, 
as well as favorable terms of trade 
with the EU, if Jordan provid-
ed 200,000 formal employment 
opportunities (in the form of work 
permits) and expanded education 
for Syrian refugees within its 
borders. 

The goal is to improve the welfare 
of Syrian refugees while develop-
ing the host economy, ensuring 
benefits for native Jordanians as 
well.13 

 Kelberer, 2017. “The Work Permit Initiative for Syrian Refugees in Jordan: Implications for Policy and Practice.” 
Boston Consoritum for Arab Region Studies. 

13

In order to establish sustainable 
livelihoods and protections for ref-
ugees, complementary legal strat-
egies such as family reunification, 
student visas, and work contracts, 
among others, are being advocat-
ed for by migration scholars and 
activists as opportunities alongside 
the existing durable solutions for 
refugees.  

These combined strategies, if 
adequately implemented, will 
eventually maximize the durable 
solutions available to refugees.  

III.
Rethinking Durable Solutions


