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There is a global displacement crisis. Around the world, over sixty-five million people—more
than at any time since the Second World War—are displaced from their homes by conflict and
human rights violations. Nearly a third of them are refugees who have been forced to cross an
international border in search of protection. Meanwhile, the causes of displacement are
diversifying, with environmental change, state fragility, and water insecurity predicted to become
significant contributing factors. Yet, alongside this trend of rising numbers, governments’ political
willingness to provide access to protection and assistance is in decline. From European countries’
attempts to prevent boats from crossing the Mediterranean, to policies adopted in Australia, Kenya,
and the Middle East, a growing number of countries are closing their borders to refugees.

In the face of these challenges, the existing global refugee regime is no longer fit for purpose.
Created in the aftermath of the Second World War, the existing United Nations architecture
continues to view refugees and displacement as a predominantly humanitarian issue. When people
have to leave their homes or cross borders, the conventional international response is to meet their
immediate needs in terms of food, shelter, clothing, water, and sanitation. For nearly 90 per cent
of the world’s refugees, this takes place in countries that neighbour the country of origin, and
frequently within refugee camps in remote border locations. This approach is broadly effective
for providing emergency relief during the onset of a crisis. However, in the long run, it can—and
frequently does—Iead to dependency.

()

The most obvious solutions to this humanitarian tragedy are political solutions. These rely upon
the international community collectively ‘doing better’ to end conflicts, overcome authoritarian
regimes, and reduce state fragility. Addressing these ‘root causes’ would be the ‘first best solution’
to resolve protracted refugee situations. However, it would also require serious engagement by
the UN Security Council in the areas of conflict resolution, peacebuilding, and post-conflict
reconstruction, in ways that are politically elusive.

Failing this, the authors’ starting point is the belief that self-reliance offers the most viable
way to address the negative consequences of protracted refugee situations. Even in the absence
of durable solutions, empowering refugees to help themselves by giving access to the right to

work, freedom of movement, and creating an enabling environment for independent economic



activity can offer a better path to dignified and autonomous living than the status quo. Done well,
such approaches have the potential simultaneously to benefit refugees, host communities, host

governments, and donor governments.
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