
20 MARCH 2013 |  THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL

THE DIPLOMACY OF  
POPULATION 

DISPLACEMENT

FOCUS REFUGEES AND INTERNALLY DISPLACED PERSONS

Muhammed Ramadan and family members outside their tent in the refugee camp at Qatmah (Atimah), Syria, after fleeing violence in 
their hometown in Idlib province.
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In addressing large-scale human mobility, the goal should be to promote 
human development and stability—not just respond to crises.  

B Y W I L L I A M  L AC Y S W I N G

began as such. Many of these have involved, at least in part, an 

ethnic element, which tends to keep the fighting going for long 

periods. That reality also complicates national reconciliation 

efforts after the formal conflict ends. 

Because mass migrations, particularly those associated 

with conflicts, are often seen as potential security threats, they 

tend to receive a lot of media attention, at least initially. This 

is particularly true when large numbers of forcibly displaced 

people flee into neighboring countries. We are seeing this in 

the current influx of Syrian refugees into Turkey, Jordan, Leba-

non and Iraq, and the flight of Malian refugees to Mauritania, 

Burkina Faso, Niger and Algeria.

A Holistic Approach
Given the need to conduct peacebuilding and address the 

developmental impact of large-scale population displace-

ments, a holistic approach is required to return stability to a 

country or region engulfed in conflict, create the conditions 

for peace, and prevent the recurrence or spread of hostilities. 

The international response must also balance the individual 

right to flee danger and desire to seek a better life against each 

nation’s sovereign right to determine who enters and remains 

within its borders. 

For that reason, a multilateral, multifaceted approach is 

usually more useful than traditional bilateral diplomacy. This 
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F
ifty years ago, when I began my diplomatic 

career, migration (also known as large-scale 

human mobility), including refugees and inter-

nally displaced persons, was not a prominent 

issue for many of us in the Foreign Service.

Today, however, frequent intrastate armed 

conflicts, persistent natural and human disasters, and the 

effects of climate change compel virtually all governments and 

international organizations to pay close attention to the large-

scale movement of persons, whether forced or voluntary.

This evolution in diplomatic thinking and foreign policy 

priorities reflects a new foreign policy reality: namely, that we 

live in an era of unprecedented human mobility. Consider this 

statistic: A billion people—one in every seven persons cur-

rently alive—are migrants. 

The drivers of human mobility are such that large-scale 

migration will continue to be a “mega-trend” in the 21st 

century. Indeed, a U.S. National Intelligence Council report, 

“Global Trends 2030” (published last December) predicts that 

“international migration is set to grow even faster than it did in 

the past quarter-century.” It will therefore become increasingly 

important for diplomats to address the crises that accompany 

large-scale population movements.   

This development is in large part a function of population 

growth. The 20th century marked the first time in recorded 

history that the global population quadrupled within a human 

lifetime, a phenomenon unlikely to occur again. Within this 

overall picture of growth, however, there are areas of demo-

graphic decline. The European Union, for instance, is likely 

to require 40 million more workers by mid-century than its 

population will be able to supply. 

Other drivers of migration include labor shortages and 

demands; growing North-South economic and social dispari-

ties; the digital revolution; distance-shrinking technologies; 

persistent disasters; and personal dreams and ambitions. 

whether these are induced by wars or natural disasters.

Most of the 100-plus armed conflicts that have broken out 

across the globe since World War II were intrastate affairs—

conflicts within the boundaries of a single state—or at least 
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their right to flee danger. Because such mass movements are 

often transnational and have a strong impact on neighboring 

countries, multilateral diplomacy is indispensable in address-

ing these crises.

Clearly, the most desirable and durable scenario for forced 

migrants, security permitting, is to assist them to return and 

re-establish themselves in the location from whence they fled, 

often with some financial support for reintegration. Many, if 

not most, forced migrants, including those fleeing ethnic con-

flicts, would rather not leave home permanently, preferring 

instead to return as soon as they find the risks are acceptable. 

For example, at present, IOM’s resettlement program in 

Malaysia for Myanmar refugees—9,000 a year—could evolve 

into a large-scale return program, should an estimated three 

million Myanmar nationals in neighboring Thailand, and large 

numbers elsewhere, begin to regard the Burmese govern-

ment’s reforms as credible enough to warrant returning home. 

It is also important to recognize how heavily crises weigh 

on migrants who are far from home. They are more vulner-

able to local conditions than is the resident population, and 

generally require assistance in moving to safety—usually their 

countries of origin. Many migrant workers in Syria are in this 

plight today. 

During the Libyan crisis in 2011, IOM, along with the 

United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees, 

evacuated some 229,000 migrant workers trapped by the con-

flict and repatriated them to 54 countries at a cost of $125 mil-

lion. This involved delicate, difficult negotiations with unlikely 

parties—the remains of the Gaddafi regime, the rebel National 

Transitional Council and NATO—to arrange a thousand char-

ter flights and 18 sea evacuations from Benghazi, Misrata and 

Tripoli under very dangerous conditions. 

The example of the migrants from many countries who were 

stranded in Libya during the overthrow of Gaddafi demon-

strates the necessity of making provisions for the evacuation of 

large numbers of people when a crisis strikes. IOM is working 

on the whole range of issues related to ethical recruitment and 

employment of migrant labor, with private-sector partners as 

well as governments. Our goal is to reduce migrants’ vulner-

ability to dangers, including to exploitation and human traf-

ficking, whether during crises or not.

The success of returns in contributing to stability depends 

on the effectiveness of reintegration. Unfortunately, the Libyan 

evacuation was not accompanied by any funding for reinte-

gration. Thus, 177,000 sub-Saharan Africans returned without 

any support to find the same jobless conditions, overstretched 

is not only more cost-effective than jumping from crisis to 

crisis, but promotes human development and stability.

With that in mind, I will first discuss the initial response to 

such situations: getting people to safety and to new lives and 

livelihoods. In many cases, it is not safe for forcibly displaced 

people to return home, so they must be resettled humanely 

elsewhere—either in a country of first asylum or in a third 

country with favorable integration prospects. 

Examples from the work of the International Organization 

for Migration illustrate the success of such efforts in address-

ing vulnerabilities and making migration a force for stability 

and peace, including accurately assessing vulnerabilities and 

providing appropriate assistance throughout, as well as the 

strength of the reintegration or integration projects. I use those 

examples not just because I have the pleasure of leading that 

organization, but because IOM is the pre-eminent interna-

tional migration agency. It is also the only one with a dedi-

cated mandate, a global footprint and 60 years of experience 

working with all aspects of the phenomenon. 

I then describe returns to a country or place of residence 

under non-hostile (i.e., improved) conditions. Then I turn 

to the question of resettlement, whether in a country of first 

asylum or a third country in which there are favorable integra-

tion prospects. 

Finally, I analyze the various vulnerabilities that forced 

migrants may experience, such as trafficking, exploitation and 

other forms of abuse. Fighting trafficking and exploitation not 

only benefits all those who suffer, but is in the interest of coun-

tries that oppose organized crime and seek durable solutions 

to the crises that displace people. 

As I hope will become clear, the success of both returns and 

resettlement programs depends on (re)integration efforts to 

turn migration into a force for stability and peace. 

Returning Displaced Populations
Mass forced displacement highlights the central balance 

migration management must strike: between countries’ sover-

eign right to determine who enters their borders, on one hand, 

and, on the other, people’s desire to seek a better life and 

A billion people—one in  
every seven persons currently 
alive—are migrants.
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hospitals and inadequate schools that drove them to Libya in 

the first place. 

The fortunate exceptions among those who returned from 

Libya are the 36,000-plus Bangladeshis who benefited from 

World Bank funding for reintegration assistance, and the 

approximately 12,000 Chadians who benefited from Swiss- 

and German-funded capacity building and psychosocial 

support.

A more holistic policy to the crisis, one that included funds 

for reintegration and training of returnees or livelihood pro-

grams, could have contributed to stability and development. 

Instead, the repatriation of most of these workers merely 

imposed greater burdens on governments which already had 

limited capacities to care for their citizens.

In most years, IOM returns around 70,000 persons from 

outside their countries of origin, as well as much larger num-

bers of internally displaced persons. The extensive scope for 

work reinforces the importance of durable solutions: The U.N. 

Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs estimates 

that up to 50 million people are displaced each year by natural 

disasters, while the Norwegian Refugee Council put the num-

ber of conflict-displaced IDPs at 26.4 million in 2011. 

Reintegration for returnees in a post-conflict environment 

is an integral part of peacebuilding. It often requires not just 

livelihood and shelter assistance, but the settlement of land 

and property claims, and the reconciliation of groups previ-

ously in conflict. 

The tent-homes of an IDP camp in Haiti following the 2010 
earthquake there.
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IOM is one of the few international organizations operat-

ing a specialized land, property and reparations unit, which 

helps returnees clarify their rights and resolve disputes that 

could otherwise foment conflict and impede sustainable 

returns. IOM’s work in Colombia offers excellent examples of 

U.S.-funded reintegration projects for the internally displaced. 

Unfortunately, the recent return of some 37,000 Burundians 

(originally displaced by ethnic conflict) from Tanzania was not 

supported with enough reintegration funding to help resolve 

the land issues of families who have been away from their 

homes for many years.

To better develop this area and share best practices, IOM 

experts, in partnership with the U.S. Agency for International 

Development and the World Bank, teach the semiannual 

“Land, Property and Conflict” course run by the U.S. Institute 

for Peace.

Facilitating Resettlement
When forced migrants cannot return home or relocate to 

another part of the country, at least in the near future, the best 

alternative is likely to be resettlement in the first safe country 

in which a migrant arrives after fleeing—known as the country 

of first asylum. However, this often leads to the establishment 

of large camps for long-term refugees or internally displaced 

persons, which poses problems for both the dislocated popu-

lation and the host communities. These sites create high levels 

of dependency within the displaced community, and resent-

ment among members of the host population, who worry that 

the new arrivals are taking away resources that are often scarce 

to begin with. 

Unfortunately, effective resettlement and reintegration 

options are, more often than not, altogether lacking in the 

context of ethnic conflicts. This vacuum can, and often does, 

spread the conflict to other countries, as we have seen in the 

Horn of Africa (Somalia-Kenya). Key elements in avoiding or 

resolving such conflicts involve sustainable livelihoods for the 

displaced (and host) populations; restoration of basic services; 

appropriate reconciliation projects; and measures to reinte-

grate former combatants into civilian life. 

Resettlement in a third country is a last option—a recourse 

only when neither return nor temporary or long-term resettle-

ment in neighboring countries is feasible. Under a longstand-

ing partnership, IOM assists the Department of State’s Bureau 

of Population, Refugees and Migration in implementing the 

U.S. Refugee Admissions Program, whose annual quota in 

recent years has averaged between 60,000 and 75,000. 

IOM provides assistance through this and similar pro-

grams in a variety of ways: rendering logistics support for 

selection and screening; conducting about 250,000 pre-

departure health assessments a year in close cooperation with 

the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta; providing cultural 

orientation and language courses; organizing transportation 

to the resettlement destination; and linking pre-departure 

and post-arrival activities through skills-building and psycho-

social support. 

As part of this support, IOM has staff stationed at most 

major international airports and spends about $120 million 

a year on one-way air tickets to transport about a quarter of a 

million people to new lives, away from places where they are 

highly vulnerable to local conditions.

Somali children in the Dadaab refugee camp, the world’s largest, just across the Somali border in northeast Kenya.
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These reintegration measures are particularly helpful in 

minimizing xenophobic sentiment within the host population, 

promoting acceptance and averting new conflicts.

The Issue of Legal Standing
Migrants, particularly those displaced by conflict or 

other rapid-onset disasters, are often more vulnerable than 

their host population due to a lack of legal standing. Forced 

migrants, whether internal or international, tend to have less 

access to public services, which leaves them subject to exploi-

tation and trafficking in their efforts to secure their livelihood. 

Reducing this vulnerability requires local livelihood programs, 

as well as regular, temporary labor migration projects, not to 

mention training border guards in countertrafficking and in 

assisting victims of trafficking.

In brief, solutions for those forced to migrate need to be 

constructed in a manner that helps to build stable societies. 

As a regional and global issue, migration requires a holistic 

approach that transcends the traditional humanitarian reac-

tive approach and features risk reduction and durable recov-

ery measures, as well. 

Just as close partnerships with airlines and other transpor-

tation companies help furnish cost-effective and safe travel, 

good working relationships with governmental agencies and 

civil society organizations in resettlement destinations help 

these migrants begin new lives. 

Whether resettlement is seen as temporary or permanent, 

integration is vital. But it is also important to facilitate returns 

to countries of origin, should migrants so desire. Migrants 

who have found a sanctuary may be uneasy about conditions 

in their country of origin. And even when conditions there 

clearly are acceptable, migrants may still be unwilling to leave 

their newfound haven for the unknown. Providing them with 

the legal status to travel back and forth gives them the flexibil-

ity and security to explore their options fully, and empowers 

them to make impressive contributions to the reconstruction 

of their countries of origin.

IOM’s Return of Qualified Nationals Program offers a good 
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example of this in Somalia, one of 14 countries where IOM 

operates such programs. Designed as a “reverse brain-drain” 

mechanism, RQN mirrors circular migration programs in more 

stable areas. These programs acknowledge people’s desire 

to work and live in countries facing labor shortages, but also 

acknowledge their desire to return, either permanently or 

temporarily, to their countries of origin in order to contribute 

to progress and development there. In Somalia, for example, 

IOM has already assisted 125 Somalis in returning from abroad 

to support the government by building local capacity.

In other words, migration is not just about moving from 

Point A to Point B and remaining there. It is about human 

mobility.

Taking this into account, circular migration promotes 

orderly migration, stability and prosperity by reducing the 

number of visa overstayers who stay put out of fear of not 

being able to renew their visa at a later date. These individu-

als would otherwise return to their own countries, where 

their savings would give them a higher standard of living or 

their new skills would afford them better job opportunities 

and social standing. Such measures make migration more 

acceptable to host populations who fear cultural and political 

change, and also make migration more conducive to sustain-

able development in countries of origin.

Addressing Migrants’ Vulnerabilities
Migrants, whether forced or voluntary, national or inter-

national, experience distinctive vulnerabilities that must be 

carefully assessed for assistance to be effective. These include 

trafficking, exploitation and other forms of abuse, ill health, 

and lack of access to public services and human rights pro-

tections. These vulnerabilities are specific to migrants’ legal 

standing (or lack thereof ), but are especially prevalent among 

women and children.

During crises, already weak governments are often unable 

to provide basic services, much less manage their borders to 

prevent human trafficking, protect victims of abuse and pros-

ecute perpetrators. Yet fighting trafficking and exploitation is 

not just in the interests of all countries that oppose organized 

crime; it is to the benefit of all countries that seek durable 

solutions to crises that displace people. 

Reducing this vulnerability not only requires local liveli-

hood projects, but comprehensive migration management 

projects. These include border-guard capacity-building, assis-

tance to migrants and victims of trafficking, and the facilita-

tion of regular temporary labor migration. Labor migration 

push-and-pull factors do not cease to exist following a natural 

disaster or conflict, so orderly labor migration can reduce 

competitive pressure on local resources while avoiding an 

increase in mobility-related vulnerability. 

Identifying and addressing vulnerabilities effectively in 

crises or in situations of chronic insecurity depend, therefore, 

on understanding specific migration dynamics, not simply 

applying a one-size-fits-all humanitarian approach.

The Value of Collaboration
I have tried to show that managing migration, whether in 

zones of conflict-induced crises or in more peaceful areas, 

requires a holistic approach to assessing vulnerabilities and 

addressing them in the context of global migration trends. To 

promote this approach, IOM has developed a Migration Crisis 

Operational Framework in close consultation with member 

states and partner organizations. (Although that designation 

emphasizes crisis response, it does so to illustrate how all the 

elements of migration management can be put together effec-

tively under the most trying circumstances.)   

In the growing Mali crisis, for example, IOM is applying this 

framework to analyze how the varied mobility patterns predat-

ing the crisis are affecting the ways in which different Malians 

seek refuge from the fighting within the country and in neigh-

boring countries. The framework approach also assesses the 

implications for assistance design and delivery to those fleeing 

the fighting, given IOM’s role as a shelter cluster coordinator, 

and for providing support to Mali and other countries in the 

region in border management and countertrafficking. 

For example, the nomadic Tuareg from the north prefer 

to seek refuge in neighboring countries, following pre-crisis 

migration patterns, due to ethnic affinities and the general 

fear of being persecuted in the south as a party to the conflict. 

This movement is facilitated by the protocols of the Economic 

Community of West African States on free movement, resi-

dence and establishment for its nationals. The exception to 

The drivers of human mobility 
are such that large-scale 
migration will continue to  
be a “mega-trend” in the  
21st century.
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this pattern was some southward migration to join family 

members who had previously migrated there for work. Those 

seeking refuge largely do so with host families, something 

facilitated by government authorities. 

Because of these mobility patterns, IOM focuses on 

assisting local authorities to make this host system sustain-

able through, among other measures, efforts to strengthen 

host-family resilience and keep them from becoming more 

vulnerable because of the resources they use for their guests. 

This approach is quite different from a typical shelter response 

involving tents and tarpaulins. 

The conflict also disrupts migration-linked livelihoods 

and food supplies, an analysis that shapes IOM planning for 

reintegration and recovery projects. As in crises in many other 

countries, the fighting in Mali has curtailed countertrafficking 

efforts in this major route for irregular migration toward 

Europe. This means that there is a need to strengthen border 

management in the region, focusing particularly on disrupting 

human trafficking. Flags flutter above a refugee camp in Uganda.
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The goal is to do this in a way that does not create fur-

ther complications by disrupting patterns of seeking refuge 

outside Mali, while supporting neighboring countries in 

humanely managing the additional influx. Extensive data-

gathering and repeated analysis are both indispensable in 

identifying and addressing current needs, keeping in mind 

longer-term implications and solutions that make the imme-

diate assistance conducive to recovery. This is particularly 

true for the less-visible needs, risks and vulnerabilities of 

mobile populations that are frequently neglected in typical 

humanitarian responses. 

Promoting Dialogue on Migration
The Mali example also highlights the absolute necessity 

of developing sustainable solutions through national and 

regional dialogue on migration.

 As an integral part of a holistic approach to human mobil-

ity (including forced displacement) IOM remains committed 

to supporting dialogue on migration through the Regional 

Consultative Processes, the Global Forum on Migration and 

Development, the Global Migration Group, and other groups 

currently preparing for the 2013 United Nations High-Level 

Dialogue on Migration and Development. We hope that 

these efforts will ensure the integration of migration and the 

well-being of migrants into the post-2015 U.N. development 

agenda. We also continue to promote a general recognition 

that well-managed migration can actually be a driver for 

global stability and development.

It is through these integrated approaches that IOM sup-

ports individual governments’ diplomatic efforts to address 

the challenges of the ever-growing migration phenomenon, 

ranging from the strategically important area of labor migra-

tion to the multiple, simultaneous and complex humanitarian 

emergencies that result in large-scale forced displacement. 

IOM renders this support not only through dialogue and 

policy recommendations, but through pragmatic, concrete 

activities that respect national sovereignty, as well as the rights 

of migrants and host populations. n

The crisis in Mali is a  
perfect example of the  
need for national and regional 
dialogue on migration.


