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Regional Analysis of Refugee Movements: Origins and Response 
This essay was first published in A. Ager (Ed.) 1999. Refugees. Perspectives on the Experi
ence of Forced Migration. 

In keeping with a somewhat broader definition than based upon a strict interpretation of the 
1951 Geneva Convention, the UNHCR currently recognises 27 million persons as refugees 
who have crossed international borders in search of protection (UNHCR 1995). These are 
people who have been forced to leave their homes due to war, ethnic conflict or persecution 
for reasons of race, religion or ethnicity. In addition to these recognised refugees, another 2 6  
million persons are internally displaced. Of these close to 5 million are defined as the concern 
of the UNHCR. The total number of refugees and displaced persons is considerable by any 
standard of comparison, almost equalling the population of large nations such as France, Italy 
or the United Kingdom. 

Regional Analysis 
Most of the world's refugees and displaced persons are found in Africa and Asia, and, more 
recently, since the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina and the conflicts in the Caucasus region, also in 
Europe. In Africa more than 9 million are seeking refuge, mainly in neighbouring countries. 
Rwanda, Liberia and Somalia are presently the principal countries of origin. Close to 8 million 
refugees are of Asian origin, with Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran and Palestine as the major countries 
of origin. Approximately 8 million refugees are of European origin. The most important 
sources are the successor states of former Yugoslavia, primarily Bosnia-Herzegovina, the in
dependent Caucasian states of Armenia and Georgia and the semi-autonomous republic of 
Chechenya within the Russian Federation. The situation in South America forms a sharp con
trast, with the total number of refugees in the region currently amounting to only slightly more 
than two hundred thousand. The figures are higher for North America (close to one and a half 
million refugees). Some major 'refugee producing' countries (for example Iran, Ethiopia, Su
dan, Congo and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia) are major recipients of refugees from 
other countries at the same time. 

The vast majority of the 53 million refugees and displaced persons are either within their 
country of origin or  have crossed the border into a neighbouring country. A smaller percentage 
have made their way to a third country within the region. In relation to the magnitude of the 
global refugee population the numbers who have sought refuge in other continents are com
paratively insignificant. 

Regional analysis of refugee movements can serve to illustrate both the contrasts and com
monalties across settings differing in terms of economic development, population size, avail
ability of land, efficiency of territorial and boundary control, and ethnopolitical context. I will 
begin my analysis by considering trends applying to refugee flows within the developing 
world. I will concentrate this review - for the purposes of illustration - on the situation in sub-
Saharan Africa, acknowledging that differences of culture, environment and political context 
influence the playing out of trends in such other regions as south Asia. I will then turn to ana
lyse the situation in Europe in the wake of the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina and the ongoing 
conflicts in the Caucasian region. I will also comment upon the flows of refugees from the 
developing to the developed world, rather insignificant in terms of numbers but highly signifi
cant in terms of reactions and policy. 



The Origins of Refugee Movements in Sub-Saharan Africa 
One cannot really discuss trends in refugee policy that apply to the African situation without 
saying something about the historical, social and political context. The extraordinarily large 
flows of refugees in sub-Saharan Africa have been triggered by a combination of factors relat
ing to environmental conditions, demographic structure and population development, eco
nomic resources and ethnopolitical conflicts. The desertification of the Sahel belt in the inte
rior of western Africa, caused by overgrazing, population increase and a series of severe 
droughts has given rise to an increasing migration pressure towards the coastal regions in the 
west and south. Environmental refugees are projected to increase in numbers throughout Af
rica in the foreseeable future (Oucho 1996). During the most recent decades, however, the 
really large flows of refugees have been prompted by ethnic and political conflict, initially 
between liberation movements and colonial powers, and thereafter between different eth
nopolitical factions within the boundaries of given states. Only a few instances of controversy 
have led to a state of armed conflict or war between states (Gurr 1993). 

Africanists in general agree that one root cause of the severe conflicts haunting the continent 
date back to the arbitrarily drawn boundaries settled by the European imperial powers at the 
Berlin Conference in 1878. These boundaries were inherited by the independent successor 
states that formed in the wake of colonialism from the end of the 1950s to the mid 1970s. The 
transition of power was itself a destabilising factor. Practically all sub-Saharan state bounda
ries are artificial in the sense that they do not coincide with ethnic, cultural, linguistic, reli
gious or national groupings that have developed out of Africa's own historical experiences. 
These boundaries are at the same time permeable, people cross them back and forth without 
being intercepted by border control authorities, and permanent in the sense that no state is 
prepared to voluntarily concede part of its sovereign territory to a neighbouring state for rea
sons of creating ethnic, linguistic or national homogeneity (Gurr 1993). Most states, then, are 
multiethnic. Boundaries divide one and the same ethnic community between different states 
but also place different ethnic groups together within the confines of one multiethnic state 
formation. Some states are bi-ethnic, Rwanda and Burundi being the most typical cases. So
malia is one of the very few mono-ethnic states in sub-Saharan Africa (Ouchu 1996). 

Authoritarian rule and disregard for human rights by governing élites, breakdown of the state 
in Somalia and Liberia, harsh material conditions and widespread poverty, social inequality 
and widening gaps between the poor and rich, limited educational and professional opportuni
ties, far-reaching illiteracy, demographic imbalances, famines, epidemics etc. are all factors 
that have had aggravating effects upon underlying social and ethnic conflicts in the region 
(Bariagaber 1995). 

Some refugee movements evolved out of the turmoil in conjunction with independence and 
the transition of power, and the ensuing struggles between different ethnic factions over po
litical control. The shift to independence was particularly chaotic in former Belgian Congo 
(present-day Democratic Republic of Congo) and in Rwanda and Burundi in the early 1960s. 
Refugee mobility as from the late 1960s and on through the 1970s was mainly concentrated to 
the southern parts of the continent, although the Nigerian civil war 1967-70 set off a major 
refugee emergency (Horowitz 1985). Large population segments were displaced as a result of 
the wars of liberation that were fought against the remaining colonial powers in Angola, Mo
zambique and Namibia, and within the bastions of white supremacy in Rhodesia and South 
Africa (Allen & Morsink 1994). In the 1980s new types of conflict began to emerge at the 
same time as many old tensions remained unresolved. 



Several times during the past decades the two territorially small but densely populated states 
of Rwanda and Burundi have been the scenes of genocide, population displacements, massive 
material destruction and forced migrations to neighbouring countries. The most recent out
burst of violence, leading to a new emergency, flamed up during the spring and summer of 
1994. Most analysts attribute the root causes of the endemic violence in these two states to the 
distinctive bi-ethnic set up of Hutus and Tutsis. In both Rwanda and Burundi hostility be
tween these two peoples has been exploited by both sides in the quest for power (Kuper 1977, 
Lemarchand 1994, Reyntjens 1996). 

Large-scale refugee movements across state boundaries have continued to take place through
out the post-colonial era, adding to the many earlier displaced persons from previous emer
gencies, many of whom remain in a state of limbo, not having repatriated nor having resettled 
in the country of asylum. The total number of refugees and displaced persons, then, has in
creased significantly over the years. Moreover, each new outburst of ethnic violence and each 
coup d'état has tended to bring out even greater numbers of displaced persons than in previ
ous crises. In round figures, the refugee flows of the 1960s were of a magnitude of tens of 
thousands of persons. By the 1970s the volumes had risen to hundreds of thousands, and since 
the 1980s we are speaking literally of millions. More than 1 million persons of Mozambican 
origin fled to Malawi at the end of the 1980s (Hussein 1995). The 1994 crisis in Rwanda trig
gered a flow to Zaire1 and Tanzania of between I million to 1.5 million persons within a mat
ter of weeks (Rutinwa 1996a). By the end of 1994 a total of 2.5 million Rwandan refugees had 
sought asylum in neighbouring states (Anacleti 1996). 

The areas hardest hit by armed conflict have generally been located to the eastern and southern 
parts of Africa, the Great Lakes region being impacted most severely of all. However, in west
ern Africa, Nigeria suffered enormously during the four years civil war, and in recent years the 
political chaos in Liberia has generated large refugee flows to neighbouring countries (Ouchu 
1996). 

Responses to Refugee Movements in Sub-Saharan Africa 
In the African context, as elsewhere, there have essentially been three approaches to dealing 
with refugee influxes: 

• settlement in the first country of asylum; 
• resettlement in a third country (second country of reception); and 
• voluntary repatriation. 

These approaches are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Initial settlement in the first country 
of asylum may be followed by resettlement elsewhere and eventually by repatriation. How
ever, for African refugees, resettlement overseas has seldom been an option (Oucho 1995) and 
even resettlement in third countries within the region is unusual. Settlement in the first coun
try of asylum or repatriation have been the available solutions. In the country of settlement 
options have either been to integrate into local communities on a self settlement basis, or 
through government, international or NGO sponsored schemes, usually requiring time spent in 
organised camps (Hussein 1995, Kibreab 1995, von Bernuth 1996). 

' In May 1997 the name of Zaire was changed t o  the Democratic Republic of Congo. In this text the name Zaire 
will be  used when referring to events taking place before May 1997. 



Settlement and Integration 
In earlier movements, refugees from Rwanda and Burundi settled fairly successfully along the 
border regions in Tanzania. These refugees were welcomed by the Tanzanian authorities as 
well as by locals, and they were absorbed into Tanzanian society without any very obvious 
adjustment problems (van der Meeren 1996). One facilitating factor was the availability of 
vacant land that the Tanzanian government wanted to settle. Moreover, the cultural and ethnic 
affinity between the Rwandan refugees and the local Tanzanian communities close to the 
Rwandan border generally prevented manifestations of conflict. Local Tanzanian villagers, as 
so often in Africa, gave evidence of genuine solidarity with those seeking protection (Rutinwa 
1996a). It is reported that Tutsi refugees who crossed the border into Uganda brought their 
herds of cattle with them without running into any problems (van der Meeren 1996). In 
Uganda about half of the 200 000 Rwandan refugees settled among the local population, the 
rest were registered in camps. In numbers these earlier influxes of refugees were modest com
pared to the magnitude of the most recent one. 

On the basis of an empirical study of Angolan refugees in Zambia, Hansen (1990) argues that 
self-settled rural refugees were more successfully integrated into Zambian society, although 
economically worse off than scheme-settled refugees who were better well-provided for but 
less integrated into the host society. Almost all scheme-settled refugees wished to return to 
Angola whereas none of the self-settled were inclined to do  so. In the recent Rwandan emer
gency, Goyens et al (1996) claim that Rwandan refugees to Zaire, who mixed with the local 
population beyond the vicinity of the camp at Goma, fared much better than those who re
mained in the large camps. Ager et al (1996) report that programmes in integrated settlements 
for the Mozambican refugees in Malawi aimed at supporting women's integration were more 
beneficial than programmes that were camp-based. 

On the basis of these and numerous other reports, self-settlement and integration into local 
communities when possible seems to have been the least problematic alternative with regard 
to a number of different points of evaluation. Organised resettlement in Tanzania and Zambia, 
on the other hand, has implied relocating refugees from border regions, the natural points of 
entry, to more distant parts of the host country where free land has been available. However, 
these resettlements have not always been successful (Christensen 1985). The virtues of both 
self-settlement and organised resettlement are being reconsidered. Over time the availability 
of vacant land to settle has run low, partly due to increasing populations in the host countries, 
but mainly as a result of government policies of holding vacant land in trust for their own citi
zens (Anacleti 1996). 

The general impression given by the literature is that local populations in receiving countries 
have shown remarkable signs of tolerance and solidarity with fleeing victims of colonial op
pression in earlier decades and of ethnopolitical violence in the most recent ones. One  expla
nation for this is that state borders do not coincide with the much older ethnic and tribal 
boundaries. Refugees from one country will generally be treated kindly by ethnic or tribal 
compatriots on the other side of the border. So while the deviation of state boundaries from 
ethnocultural boundaries is part of the problem, it has as yet also been part of the solution. 

As  long as the influxes were of a moderate size the cost of harbouring refugees was not too 
much of a strain upon the receiving country's economy. This positive attitude to refugee ad
mission is reflected in the 1969 OAU Refugee Convention which goes considerably further in 
general acceptance of refugee claims than the 1951 Geneva Convention and the 1967 Protocol 
on the Status of Refugees. Aggression, foreign occupation or foreign domination are recog
nised as grounds for seeking protection abroad. 



However, due to the rapidly increasing numbers of refugees in recent years, the pressures 
upon the economic resources of the receiving societies have become painfully obvious. This is 
all the more noticeable in several cases in which refugee producing countries, coping with 
disrupting internal conflict, are themselves hosting refugee populations from other countries. 
In countries where government control is weak refugee populations may be at great risk (van 
den Meeren 1996). In Zaire severe tension built up between local populations and the Rwan
dan refugees (Goyens et al 1996). Tanzania, previously a country internationally recognised 
for its generous attitude to incoming refugees, has now enacted a law restricting the admission 
of refugees (Rutinwa 1996a). Refugees will only be admitted on the condition that the interna
tional community will share the economic burden. 

Temporary Refuge and Repatriation 
Integration into the host society used to be considered a durable solution. The early experi
ences showed that long term settlement and integration were manageable (Oucho 1996). To
day however, long term settlement is only possible if the international community is willing to 
share the economic burden. Regretfully this has not been the case, so even the optimal condi
tions provided in Tanzania have not worked in the long run (van den Meeren 1996). And as 
Hansen (1990) remarks, agricultural settlement schemes allowing a certain degree of self-
sufficiency are in themselves not durable solutions if refugee influxes continue. These 
schemes are rather cost effective ways of holding refugee populations for a long time. 

Voluntary repatriation has been regarded as the best of the 'durable' solutions to the refugee 
dilemma. This policy was recommended by the international conferences that took place in 
Addis Ababa as  early as 1967 and confirmed once more at the Arusha conference in 1979 
(Rogge 1994). Assisted land settling in the host country was seen as the second best alterna
tive at the 1967 conference if repatriation was not a feasible option. More than 2 million refu
gees in Africa have in fact repatriated. Some examples of successful repatriations are Ugan
dans from Sudan and Zaire in the late 1980s and of Namibians from Angola and Zambia in 
the early 1990s (Oucho 1996). A more controversial example is the return of Tutsi refugees to 
Rwanda, accompanied by the militant RPF  (the Rwandan Popular Front) which was in a state 
of war with the Hutu-led regime since 1990. Before this year repatriation was not a viable 
option for the Tutsi refugees from the 1960s and on (van den Meeren 1996). After the Hutu 
slaughter of Tutsi civilians in 1994 the RPF seized power. The Tutsi 'repatriation' by force 
then sparked off a surge of Hutu refugees into Zaire and Tanzania, twenty times the number of 
the previously exiled Tutsis. In November and December 1996 some 600 000 Hutu refugees 
from Rwanda located in eastern Zaire set off back home. This spontaneous return was trig
gered by skirmishes in the unstable Goma-region between Zairean and irregular Rwandan 
forces. 

Long-Term Solutions 
Despite the Addis Ababa, Arusha and Oslo recommendations, and despite evidence from 
some cases where it has been operational, voluntary repatriation has not proved to be a dura
ble solution for the majority of Africa's refugees. Reports of successful integration into the 
host country generally refer to earlier refugee flows (Rutinwa 1996b). With growing popula
tion pressures and an increasing unwillingness of host countries to make land available for 
settlement by refugees, this option will be  less realistic in the future. Voluntary repatriation 
has worked in some cases, but not in others. In view of the most recent Rwandan crisis and its 
repercussions upon Zaire and Tanzania, there is a greater need than ever to work out durable 
solutions. 



The refugee problem in Africa has reached such proportions that it may only be solved 
through the concerted efforts of the international community. The only realistic long-term 
approach seems to be to address the root causes of the conflicts and conditions that generate 
refugee flows, and then to find appropriate solutions to them. This requires rethinking the en
tire problem. In the final analysis it means coming to grips with the problems of democratisa-
tion, equality, justice, rule of law, and economic development. It will have to involve the im
plementation of literacy and civic education programmes, and, in a more Utopian vein, devis
ing institutionalised forms of dealing with ethnic or tribal conflict. The efforts of the interna
tional community need to be directed towards finding diplomatic solutions to acute conflicts, 
and in the long term to secure peaceful coexistence between conflicting factions and groups. 
Finding solutions to the refugee crisis, then, will involve much more than finding ways to 
handle refugee flows once they are on the move, or of directing aid to concentrations of refu
gees (von Bernuth 1996). The crucial issue is to get at the causes of the refugee movements. 
These causes are complex to say the least. 

The Origins of Refugee Movements in Europe 
For the past fifty years Africa has undergone a difficult transformation from a colonial order 
characterised by authoritarian European minority rule in practically every country to political 
independence and African majority rule. This has been an ongoing process of emancipation, 
affecting different parts of the continent with the full force of social and political convulsions 
at different periods of time. In most states democracy is yet to be achieved. During the same 
period the European scene, on the other hand, was dominated for more than forty years by the 
stalemate of the Cold War. By and large, the theoretical, political and legal discourse on refu
gees has been fashioned by the European, not the African or Asian experiences, and more spe
cifically by the early post war/Cold War period2. 

As a result of the talks at Yalta and Potsdam in 1945 concerning the political outcome of 
World War II, the boundaries between the Soviet Union and several central European states 
were redrawn. The Soviet Union expanded its territory at the expense of Finland, Germany, 
Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Romania. It annexed Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. 
Poland was partly compensated by territory that had been German before the war (Holsti 
1991). These boundary revisions gave rise to immense shifts of population during the years 
immediately following the war. 

The advancing Red Army had not only forced the German forces to retreat, but had also 
pushed hundreds of thousands of civilians in front of it. Those on the wrong side of what ap
peared to be new borders, homeless people who had been on the move away from the front 
during the final months of the war, slave labour that had been brought by force to Germany 
from the east, along with survivors from the death camps, mainly Jews from all corners of 
Europe, added up to millions of displaced persons who were in need of food, shelter, medical 
aid and resettlement when peace was restored in May 1945. Jews who survived the purges and 
the death camps eventually left for Israel or the United States. Displaced persons from western 
Europe repatriated in due time. The situation was more complex for eastern and central Euro
peans due to the harsher conditions of the occupation and the Nazi population policies that 
had been employed. For many of the displaced and uprooted from Europe east of Germany 
"return" was out of the question (Zolberg, Suhrke & Aguayo 1989). 

2 See  the 1951 Geneva Convention on Refugees which specifically points to the European scene. This  geographic 
clause was not altered until the 1967 Protocol on the Status of Refugees. 



Refugees from the Soviet Bloc 
Within less than a year after the conclusion of the war friction between the western powers 
and the Soviet Union developed into a major rift. This created a new refugee context of people 
escaping from the Communist run countries. Initially there were passages through the iron 
curtain. In time, however, they were closed one by one. When the Berlin Wall was erected in 
1961 the barrier to the west was finally sealed. Nonetheless, attempts were made by the really 
desperate to  cross over to the West. Many lost their lives doing so. There were also defectors 
from the East, persons representing their countries in various diplomatic and economic capaci
ties as well as in exchange in the fields of sport, culture, education etc., who took their 
chances while visiting western countries. 

On rare occasions certain borders to the West opened up  temporarily. In 1956 two hundred 
thousand Hungarians fled when the Soviet Union repressed the freedom movement. A similar 
outflow of refugees took place from Czechoslovakia in 1968 when the Soviet forces put an 
end to the liberal reform policies initiated by the Czech leadership. Then again, after the 1981 
coup d'état in Poland temporarily putting a stop to Solidarity, a new wave of refugees made 
their way to western countries (Zolberg, Suhrke & Aguayo 1989). For most of this period it 
was somewhat easier for Yugoslav dissidents to escape to the West as Yugoslavia was never 
controlled by the Soviet Union. Indeed, from the mid 1960s the government of Yugoslavia 
encouraged labour migration to western countries as a way of coping with the country's eco
nomic problems. Some Yugoslavs claimed refugee status, but generally this was not necessary 
in the 1960s since states readily accepted them as labour migrants. The  coup d'état led by the 
Greek colonels in 1967 gave rise to a further outflow of refugees. Since many Greeks by this 
time had emigrated to western countries as manpower a similar situation prevailed: for la
bourers there was little need to claim refugee status (Rose 1969). 

During the early stages of the Cold War, western Europe was generously committed to refugee 
reception. It was only natural in view of the horrors, forced displacement and genocide that 
had taken place during World War II. This attitude was possible because the number of refu
gees escaping from eastern Europe was small, apart from the outflows of 1956, 1968 and later 
during the 1980s. It was hard to get out from the Communist countries. Borders, airports and 
communications were rigorously controlled. Those who did manage to reach the West were 
generally automatically granted asylum. Not only were they admitted and recognised, each 
single emigre was a propaganda triumph for the West (Young 1991). In Europe refugees from 
developing countries were exceptional in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Since most countries of western Europe accepted large intakes of manpower from peripheral 
regions of Europe and former colonies at this time, the small trickle of refugees was treated 
within the general labour migration framework. There were no specific integration policies. 
People were put to work with little or no preparation, usually in unqualified jobs within the 
industrial and service sectors. Repatriation was out of the question. Integration into first coun
tries of asylum was sometimes an option. Germany, and Austria in particular, were the most 
obvious first countries for most eastern refugees. Resettlement into a third country was nor
mally the most favoured solution. For many years non-government organisations and the 
UNHCR (established in 1951) were involved in transferring displaced persons from refugee 
camps in central Europe to countries that would resettle them. A primary objective of the 
UNHCR was to work out durable solutions to the refugee problem that had been over
shadowing Europe (Loescher 1993). 



Third World Refugee Migration 
Since the early 1970s developing countries - the South - have become increasingly drawn into 
the global economic system. Growing out-migration is one of the consequences. Most of this 
migration has been regionally confined. Indian and Pakistani labour is imported to the Gulf 
states. Filipinos and Indonesians find unqualified jobs in the tiger economies of south east 
Asia. In Africa there are large regionally-based movements of people. South Africa has been 
economically dependent upon in-migration of labour from neighbouring states for decades. 
Accurate assessments of the size of these movements between developing nations are seldom 
available due to a lack of rigour and/or record-keeping at border controls. Inter-regional Afri
can migration, may well be of a magnitude 100 times larger than African out-migration to 
developed nations of the North. Nevertheless, a potential for migration from developing to 
developed nations gradually built up  over the years as a consequence of the globalisation of 
the economy (Castles & Miller 1993). 

In European migration history the early 1970s represents a turning point. Labour migration 
was stopped almost simultaneously across all of western Europe as refugees from developing 
nations started to appear in Europe (Hammar 1985). The first developing world refugee emer
gency to affect western Europe was the expulsion of the 7 0  000 Ugandan Asians in 1972. A 
year later the coup d'etat against the Allende regime prompted a flow of asylum seekers to 
Europe from Chile and neighbouring states. In 1975 people fearing the Communist take over 
in Vietnam, mostly of Chinese ethnic origin, fled in over-crowded vessels to Hong Kong, 
Thailand, Malaysia and Singapore. More than one million Vietnamese were eventually reset
tled in the USA, lesser numbers in Australia and Canada, and some also in various European 
countries. During the 1970s there was also a steady flow to Europe of asylum-seekers from the 
Middle East, notably Kurds and Syrian Christians (Zolberg, Suhrke & Aguayo 1989). 

At this time the numbers reaching Europe were still small and the receiving countries could 
handle the situation quite easily. Initially the asylum regulation and resettlement policies that 
had developed as a response to the Cold War divide were applied to these new categories. As  
immigrant communities gradually established in the receiving countries, networks between 
the receiving and sending countries evolved. Inevitably, as a logical consequence of the migra
tion network dynamics, family reunifications started to increase during the early 1980s 
(Westin 1996). Political refuge and family reunification were the only gates open to those who 
wanted to settle in western countries. Since only refugees and family members were accepted 
in the West, it was asylum seekers and family members who came. 

The USA and Canada were favoured destinations (Simmons 1996), but western Europe, and 
Germany in particular, was also attractive. By international standards the constitution of the 
Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) laid down an unusually liberal definition of 
refugee status. So did Austria and Sweden. For Germany and Austria the most important rea
son for doing so  was their geographical location as first countries of asylum for eastern Euro
pean refugees (Salomon 1991). A second reason was that West Germany had committed itself 
to accept and resettle any person of German descent from the East. This included the entire 
population of the German Democratic Republic (East Germany). Anyone who could prove 
that they were of German descent was technically speaking entitled to German (FRG) citizen
ship. These 'ethnic Germans', Volksdeutsche or Aussiedler, many of whom no longer speak 
German as their native language, are believed to be descendants of German colonists from 
Mediaeval times and later, who spread throughout eastern Europe to the Volga and in the Bal
kans right the way to Turkey. Today, the Aussiedler, Russian Jews and Pontic Greeks repre-



sent the most important out-migrating categories from the successor states of the Soviet Union 
(Castles & Miller 1993). 

A third reason for the rather liberal post-war refugee definition in the German constitution and 
policies in Sweden of accepting de facto refugees (that is to say seekers of asylum who would 
not qualify according to a strict interpretation of the Geneva convention) may be  seen as some 
form of compensation for the roles of these nations in World War II. Nazi Germany was re
sponsible for the genocide of at least six million people, not to mention the massive displace
ment of people and enormous material destruction. Sweden and Switzerland managed to avoid 
being drawn into the war at the price of morally questionable concessions to Nazi Germany. 

By the end of the 1980s all European governments had begun to tighten their asylum proce
dures. Humanitarian reasons were no longer accepted as grounds for asylum in Europe 
(Loescher 1993). The aim of this change of practice and interpretation was primarily to reduce 
the influx of migrants from the developing world. The late 1980s, then, represents yet another 
milestone in the establishment of what has come to be referred to as 'Fortress Europe'. 

The Bosnian Refugee Crisis 
The frozen east-west divide came to an unexpected end in 1989. The fall of the Berlin wall 
was brought about by the large scale movement of GDR residents to West Germany once the 
restrictions imposed by the Communist governments upon out-migration had eased. By the 
end of 1989 all Moscow controlled puppet regimes in Europe had been replaced. Quite a few 
analysts predicted that once the Soviet power bloc was crumbling there would be a general 
scramble to get to the West. Western governments therefore had an additional reason to 
tighten their rules of entry (Luciani 1993). Two years later the Soviet Union itself collapsed. 
Its former republics claimed independence and international recognition. Unfortunately the 
prospects of a future peaceful coexistence in Europe were soon thwarted by reports of brewing 
conflict in the Caucasus region and Yugoslavia. 

The causes of the war between Croatia and Serbia, and then in Bosnia-Herzegovina, are com
plex. They pertain to  age-old divisions of groups on religious, historical and ethnic grounds. 
They concern claims to contested territory, but also the long totalitarian hegemony of the 
Communist party which suppressed expressions of ethnic identities. It began with Slovenia's 
declaration of independence. This was followed by Croatia's bid for independence, and there
after by that of Bosnia-Herzegovina and Macedonia. This was too much for the Belgrade re
gime. The war between Croatia and the Serbian-Montenegrin remains of Yugoslavia, raged 
back and forth in eastern Slavonia. Villages and towns in the contested zones were razed. The 
war then spread into Bosnia-Herzegovina (Woodward 1995). 

A new term for an old practice was coined - ethnic cleansing (Bell-Fialkoff 1996). Ethnic mi
nority enclaves in the complex Bosnian ethnocultural mosaic were driven away from their 
quarters and villages. Bosnian Croats and Bosnian Serbs were the main perpetrators, Muslims 
being the principal targets. In this war, however, all three parties were both victims and of
fenders. Ethnic cleansing implied more than forced displacement. It was a strategy aimed to 
incapacitate the reproductive potentials of the targeted minority. Regular attacks were staged 
upon women and children. This involved the systematic 'spoiling' and dishonouring of young 
women through rape and sexual torture (Tison & Westin 1997). Ethnic cleansing also led to 
mass executions of young men and women, whose only crimes were to belong to the wrong 
ethnic group, in the wrong place at the wrong time. 



This escalating inferno set off a massive refugee emergency. Practically all western Europe 
was affected. Germany received by far the largest number of refugees from ex-Yugoslavia. In 
Germany, as in Austria, Sweden and Switzerland, there were already comparatively large 
Yugoslav communities that had built up during the era of labour migration. These countries, 
plus Hungary and the Netherlands, have received the largest number of Bosnian refugees. 
Most of the displaced persons, however, remained in the region - in Bosnia, Croatia and Ser
bia. In Germany and Sweden, Albanians from Kosovo and Macedonia also represented a sub
stantial proportion of asylum seekers. 

The Yugoslavian crisis led to a wave of refugees seeking asylum outside the war zones. De
spite the well documented atrocities involved in the ethnic cleansing policies, a majority of the 
displaced Bosnians are not regarded as convention refugees. The majority of them have fled 
from generalised violence due to ethnic conflict (Dacyl 1996) rather than from individualised 
persecution for the five reasons stipulated in the 1951 Geneva convention. This means that 
they lack the formal legal grounds to be entitled to the same level of protection from the inter
national community as convention refugees. Hein (1995) maintains that only 10% of the refu
gees currently residing in western Europe are refugees as recognised by the Geneva Conven
tion. 

There have been different responses to the Bosnian refugee crisis. One much criticised re
sponse in almost all western Europe was to demand visas of Bosnian citizens. Another reac
tion was for states with large intakes of refugees from Bosnia to call for international co
operation and burden sharing (Dacyl 1996). A third response has been to change policies of 
permanent settlement in countries of asylum in favour of temporary protection in anticipation 
of future repatriation. The changing conditions of asylum increasingly led people in need of 
protection to enter western countries illegally. According to a report prepared by the Interna
tional Centre for Migration Policy Development in Vienna published in 1994, an average of 
85% of all asylum seekers in western Europe whose applications have been rejected managed 
to stay on in the country of refuge, in most cases as clandestine or illegal migrants. The prob
lem is especially serious for Italy, geographically situated just across the narrow Adriatic from 
troubled Albania and the Yugoslav successor states. 

Responses to  Refugee Movements in Europe 
European countries have followed different models for refugee reception. France and Ger
many have concentrated on short-term solutions, whereas the Netherlands and the Scandina
vian countries in the 1970s developed mechanisms for the long term integration into society. 
The UK on the other hand has employed a rather ad hoc scheme for refugee resettlement (Joly 
1995). In Britain non governmental organisations have played an essential role in the recep
tion programmes, whereas the Scandinavian countries have largely depended upon services 
within the public sector. An overall assessment is that when numbers were small there were 
no intentional policies of counteracting local concentrations of specific groups. As numbers 
increased, dispersal policies were adopted by most western European states. 

In view of current unemployment rates and strains upon national economies, receiving socie
ties are increasingly experiencing refugee resettlement as an economic burden (Brochmann 
1996). The fact that refugee resettlement initially involves substantial costs for the state has 
been exploited by racist and right wing organisations in anti-immigration propaganda. 

Refugees come up against an increasingly critical public opinion, a proliferation of racist ac
tions and a growing popular support for right-wing parties (Baumgartl & Favell 1995). There 
has been a marked increase in the political activity of the extreme right and an upsurge of vio-



lence directed at immigrants, refugees, asylum-seekers and minorities in a number of Euro
pean cities (Björgo & Witte 1993). Networks of neo-Nazi and fascist organisations are estab
lishing themselves across national boundaries. Nationalistic ideology is spreading through 
Europe, generating a vicious circle of social exclusion, intolerance and distrust in democratic 
solutions. Immigrants and ethnic minorities, however, increasingly resist the role of passive 
victims of racial violence, and seek to mobilise counter-forces. One way of describing these 
developments is in terms of increasing polarisation (Willems 1996). 

During the past decade parties have formed, or been revived, that exploit public discontent 
with unemployment, tax burdens and above all immigration. Throughout Europe popular sup
port for the radical right parties has grown dramatically. There has been a shift of the public 
debate towards exclusion and intolerance, with the traditional democratic parties in the centre 
of the political field revising their views on migration policy in an attempt not to lose political 
ground to right-wing extremists (Westin 1997). 

Managing the problems of mass flight emergencies and finding durable solutions to forced 
migration with its long-term consequences upon sending and receiving societies is clearly 
beyond the capacity of individual states. International solutions must be sought. In this context 
the European Union has become an increasingly important actor. The EU can promote politi
cal solutions to conflicts that generate forced migration. In theory it can pressurise potential 
applicant states to comply with the Declaration of Human Rights, and to solve their ethnic 
minority problems by just and democratic means. Along with other international organisations 
it can contribute to peace-keeping operations. It is mainly in another capacity, however, that 
the role of the EU is increasingly discussed. Fortress Europe, or Fortress European Union, is 
about abolishing borders between the member states of the union, thus encouraging internal 
labour force mobility and limiting in-migration from the South and East. It is in the interest of 
the EU to harmonise the migration policies of its member states. It is not in the interest of the 
EU to reinforce in-migration to Europe as a means of handling refugee emergencies (Muus 
1997). 

The Schengen agreement on lifting all border controls between the signatory states explicitly 
requires co-ordination and integration of migration policies. The outer boundaries facing non-
Schengen states will serve as the boundaries of the entire Schengen body. This means that 
there will be no regular or traditional legal means (passport control, customs etc.) to prevent 
persons who have entered one Schengen state from moving around to other signatory states 
(Meijers et al 1992). In order to curb illegal immigration, the police authorities will have to 
heighten the level of internal aliens control. Those whose skin colour, facial features and body 
characteristics depart from the somatic norm images of the majority population are likely to be 
subjected to increased control. 

Various measures have also been introduced to reinforce external border control. Airline 
companies are fined for bringing in passengers who are not eligible to enter member states. 
Immigration and police authorities in different countries impart information about illegal or
ganisations involved in smuggling migrants to Europe. States in central and eastern Europe 
are now defined as 'safe' ,  which means that they are considered to respect human rights and 
thus qualify as first asylum countries. 

Visas and control of documents are required even of those who wish to seek asylum, a meas
ure that has significantly brought down the number of asylum seekers. The implication of 
these requirements is that access to the asylum procedures is blocked (Pentevold-Bf 1995). 
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The objective of introducing these restrictions is to direct asylum seekers to countries within 
their own region. What may result is an increase in illegal migration and clandestine entries. 

These far-reaching reactions on the part of refugee receiving states within the EU show that 
the refugee issues in Europe are now being regarded as national security problems (Hein 
1995). It is not the life, security or protection of the individual victim of purges, pogroms, 
ethnic cleansing, low intensity warfare or breakdown of the state, that is of principal concern 
to the western European states. What is at stake, governments claim, is the economic vitality 
of the western welfare state. The argument is that on its own the advanced welfare state can
not carry the burden of resettling large refugee populations - from the developing world or 
from eastern Europe. Such emphasis on burden-shai'mg alludes to the depersonalisation of 
refugees, and emphasises how the evaluation of asylum and refugee questions in Europe has 
incrementally shifted from a focus on propaganda triumphs vis-å-vis the Soviet bloc, through 
humanitarian concern, to a preoccupation with national security issues. 

Refugee Movements and the Crisis of the Nation State 
The refugee situations in sub-Saharan Africa and Europe differ in many respects. On the 
whole the number of refugees has been considerably larger in Africa for a much longer period 
of time. Moreover, the conflicts generating refugee movements and massive displacements are 
spread across that continent, whereas in Europe the post-war conflicts have been confined to 
rather specific areas. During the Cold War it was the border areas between NATO and the 
Warsaw pact (Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Poland) from which refugee movements emanated. 
Since then the areas of crisis have been located in the Balkans and Caucasus. The causes of 
mass migration have, however, been broadly similar: violations of human rights on a massive 
scale, ethnic cleansing, breakdown of the state and internal conflict. 

In sub-Saharan Africa the most operational solution to refugee influxes has been integration 
on a self settlement basis in local communities. These settlements have been mainly concen
trated in the border areas of the first country of reception. During the Cold War period in 
Europe, the principal solution was to resettle refugees on a permanent basis in a third country. 
In Africa repatriation is now the politically 'preferred' strategy. In Europe the policy of grant
ing permanent residence to facilitate long-term integration is being reconsidered. Temporary 
residence permits are being introduced in the context of temporary protection, thus implying 
that even in Europe repatriation is now the long-term objective for dealing with mass flight 
situations (Stein, Cuny & Reed 1995). Repatriation, however, is not a durable solution as long 
as the conditions that bring out refugee movements are not addressed. The costs involved in 
refugee resettlement are higher in Europe than in Africa. On the other hand, European states 
have stronger economies than the majority of African states and have previously been capable 
of carrying these costs. In both Africa and Europe the increasing number of refugees has 
reached such levels that individual states no longer are able to take on the costs of providing 
protection, food and shelter in mass flight situations. The conflicts that give rise to displace
ment and mass flight need to be solved. This can only be achieved through the concerted ef
forts of the international community. 

At the core of the international refugee phenomenon is a basic asymmetry of power relation
ships. The Declaration of Human Rights pertains to individuals. When human rights are vio
lated, the victims are individual human beings. Perpetrators are also individuals. The Nurem-
burg trials established that those found guilty of crimes against humanity are personally re
sponsible for these offences and hence liable to punishment even in cases where the offender 
only followed orders issued by superior commanding officers. On the other hand, when we are 
speaking about violations of human rights it is also important to note that perpetrators act as 



representatives of the state, or of some organisation or body controlled by the state. The con
ditions that produce massive displacements and refugee flows are invariably situations in 
which individuals are wronged by collectives, where the collective in most cases is the state, 
some of its bodies or organisations supported by the state. However, the OAU definition of 
refugees also recognises non-state actors as perpetrators giving rise to legitimate refugee 
status. An increasing number of states are following this example. 

On the international scene states are the principal actors. States are the actors that ultimately 
control territory and thus borders. States grant or refuse citizenship, and states hold large arse
nals of weapons for mass destruction. States interact with each other, both in competition and 
co-operation. The existence of a given state may be threatened by external forces, usually 
other states or by the economic power of international capital. The existence of the state may 
also be threatened by internal forces, either by revolutionary movements aiming to take over 
power, a general weakening of state authority, often constituted in the rivalry over power be
tween different élite groups, or through the secession of specific regions. It seems almost in
evitable that whenever the government of a given state is threatened, violent forces of an 
enormous destructive potential are unleashed. The civilian population, consisting of individual 
human beings, is victimised. The state's interest of protecting itself against dissolution thus 
clashes with universal norms which aim to  protect individual rights. 

Nation building and state formation are two different processes although they often tend to 
coincide. In English language usage the terms nation, country and state often tend to be used 
interchangeably. However, nation may be considered as reflecting an orientation towards 
characteristics of a people (culture, language, religion, history), country towards territory 
(land, resources, economy, geography) and state towards governance (legislation, rule, ad
ministration, political control, power). In a very general sense, nation building is about adjust
ing a given set of people with their diverse manners, norms and identities to a given territory 
and power structure. The nation state ideal is one people, one territory, one state. In cases of 
dissonance, and dissonance always exists, there are two basic strategies - altering territory and 
borders to adjust the spatial extension of the state to the distribution of the nation forming 
people, or alternatively, altering people to adjust them to the given territorial extension. It is 
only the state that has the full power to adjust borders and to suppress regional claims for 
autonomy. Nation building thus is about forming one people, with one collective national 
identity, out of a multitude of regional or local identifications, ethnic, linguistic or whatever. 
History shows that nation building has been accomplished through a wide range of internal 
and external processes. 

The 'altering people' strategy often involves forced or voluntary assimilation as an essential 
element. Mass education has played an important role in the nation building processes. It is a 
device to shape general standards, and at the same time a means to implant allegiance to the 
state. Political participation and citizenship, in many states implying compulsory national ser
vice, are also important in this context. Besides these persuasive means there are more coer
cive and brutal ones. Social exclusion, expulsion, 'ethnic cleansing' and genocide have also 
been elements of nation building processes. Although the modern nation may carve its identity 
out of already existing ethnic and cultural elements, the nation state itself is a fairly recent 
phenomenon. It is when nation building processes combine with state formation, often involv
ing élite formations trying to mobilise people according to their perceived image of the nation, 
that is to say, when the full power of the state may be employed to homogenise cultures, lan
guages and the identifications of its subjects that problems of ethnic conflict have tended to 
occur. 



The 'altering territory' strategy in the nation building process may be a less attractive ap
proach to the state in the sense that any readjustment of international borders will necessarily 
affect other states. This approach implies that national territory is either increased through 
territorial acquisition from other states, or decreased by conceding part of one's territory to 
other states. It usually takes war to change international boundaries. Europe has been through 
a long process of nation building and state formation. In the Balkans and parts of eastern 
Europe it is still far from being completed. It took three major wars (1870-71, 1914-18, 1939-
45) to finally (?) settle the border between France and Germany, that had been contested ever 
since the times of Charlemagne. In Africa the state formation process started much later. The 
large number of refugees in Africa as well as in eastern Europe and the Balkans may be seen 
as symptoms of unfinished nation building and state formation processes (Zolberg 1983). The 
root causes of mass flights, refugee movements and large scale displacements pertain to the 
global crisis of the nation state system in which internal conflicts (the 'altering people' ap
proach) invariably has international consequences. 
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