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The global refugee regime

• “Regime”: a set of norms, institutions and decision-
making procedures for the regulation of a particular 
issue area
• Global refugee regime 
• Protection and solutions for refugees
• Statue of the UNHCR
• 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees
• Norm of non-refoulement
• UNHCR and its Executive Committee (ExCom)

• Challenge of compliance and enforcement
• Protection and solutions today



UNHCR’s core mandate

UNHCR’s 1950 Statute, Paragraph 1: The United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees, acting under the authority of the 
General Assembly, shall assume the function of providing 
international protection, under the auspices of the United 
Nations, to refugees who fall within the scope of the present 
Statute and of seeking permanent solutions for the problem of 
refugees by assisting Governments and, subject to the approval 
of the Governments concerned, private organizations to facilitate 
the voluntary repatriation of such refugees, or their assimilation 
within new national communities.



Funding

UNHCR’s 1950 Statute, Paragraph 20: The Office of the High 
Commissioner shall be financed under the budget of the United 
Nations. Unless the General Assembly subsequently decides 
otherwise, no expenditure other than administrative 
expenditures relating to the functioning of the Office of the High 
Commissioner shall be borne on the budget of the United 
Nations and all other expenditures relating to the activities of 
the High Commissioner shall be financed by voluntary 
contributions.





Consequences for collective action

Preamble of the 1951 Convention: CONSIDERING that the grant of 
asylum may place unduly heavy burdens on certain countries, and that 
a satisfactory solution of a problem of which the United Nations has 
recognized the international scope and nature cannot therefore be 
achieved without international co-operation… 

• 35+ UN General Assembly Resolutions recognize the need for 
international cooperation and collective action…
• But no binding obligations to cooperate, no enforcement or 

accountability mechanisms, and limited leverage for UNHCR





Responding to 2015

• November 2015: UNGA Special Session
• April 2016: UNSG’s report: In Safety and Dignity
• 19 September 2016: UN Summit and New York Declaration
• Adopted Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF)
• Two-year clock to develop Global Compact on Refugee and a separate Global 

Compact on Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration

• 20 September 2016: Leaders’ Summit 
• Organized by Obama White House and co-hosted by several states
• 32 Heads of State in pay-to-play arrangement 



Piloting the CRRF
• 15 CRRF roll-out countries (African cases):
• Chad
• Djibouti
• Ethiopia
• Kenya
• Rwanda
• Uganda
• Zambia

• 2 regional approaches
• Central America
• Somali situation



Uganda

• Following 2016 influx from South 
Sudan, now largest refugee-hosting 
country in Africa
• Progressive self-reliance approach to 

hosting refugees, recognizing the 
economic contributions of refugees
• Integrating refugees into national and 

local development planning and SDG 
monitoring



Ethiopia

• Hosts c. 1 million refugees
• Massive shift from 

encampment to offers of 
freedom of movement and 
right to work
• Part of political transformation 

in Ethiopia and new 
relationship with the EU
• Seeking to replicate the Jordan 

Compact and leverage access



Kenya

• From efforts to expel Somalis to 
piloting the CRRF
• Role of the World Bank and the 

launch of the Kalobeyei
Integrated Socio-Economic 
Development Program
• Differences between Kakuma

and Dadaab and the role of 
everyday politics

https://www.unhcr.org/ke/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2018/12/KISEDP_Kalobeyei-Integrated-Socio-Econ-Dev-Programme.pdf


Tanzania

• Building from naturalization of Burundian 
refugees from 2008
• Discussions to launch CRRF pilot in 2018 

involving World Bank
• Announcement from President Magufuli in 

February 2018 to withdraw from CRRF
• Concerns over un-kept promises from 

donors and the need to borrow funds 



Negotiations in Geneva
• Thematic Consultations from July to November 2017
• High Commissioner’s Dialogue in December 2017
• Formal Consultations from February to July 2018
• Canada’s engagement
• Strong Whole of Society discussions in Canada
• Canada as convenor of like-minded states to push shared priorities
• Canada as bridge-builder in the process
• Canada as champion of specific issues in the text

• Refugee women and girls
• Accountability
• Evidence-based decision-making





Global Compact on Refugees
• Objective: “Achieve more equitable and predictable burden- and 

responsibility-sharing with host countries and communities…”
• Ease pressures on refugee-hosting states and communities
• Enhance self-reliance for refugees
• Expand access to third country solutions
• Support conditions for return in safety and dignity

• Mechanisms
• Refugee Forum
• Support Platform

• Tools
• Specific areas in need of support





The challenge of implementation

• Soroos (1986): ‘The ultimate test of a policy is the impact that it has 
had on the problems that it is designed to address’ 
• Howlett et al (2009): Need to understand the range of actors involved 

in implementation and the ‘particular interests, ambitions and 
traditions’ of each.
• Betts (2013): ‘If the processes that shapes implementation can be 

understood, they can be influenced’
• How do you implement the Global Compact on Refugees without the 

support of the hegemon in the global refugee regime?
• What role and opportunity for Canada?



Implementation and everyday politics

• Milner (2014): Implementation is the moment when ‘global refugee policy 
leaves the global level and intersects with dynamics at the regional, 
national and local levels.’ 
• National level: Governments determine refugee policy on their territory
• Local level: Refugee policy and practice must be negotiated with a range 

of local actors, such as local police, business owners, and other brokers
• Milner and Wojnarowicz (2017): New tools to understand expressions and 

experiences of power at global, national and diverse local levels
• Refugee camps: Hilhorst and Jansen (2010): Humanitarian actors condition 

everyday politics and the governing of ‘humanitarian spaces’
• Urban spaces: Landay and Amit (2014): Power brokers not conditioned by the 

relationships of the global refugee regime. 



Everyday politics and ‘international’ 
cooperation
• Beyond traditional notions of international cooperation being an 

activity undertaken between states, facilitated by international 
organizations, through financial and physical burden sharing
• Studying the everyday politics of the global refugee regime not only 

highlights form of resistance and contestation, but also cooperation
• Who cooperates? Municipalities, private sector, diaspora 

communities, local business elites, development actors
• What forms of cooperation? Beyond refugee-specific activities
• Why do they cooperate? Diverse range of interests that can be 

encouraged to cover to form new local win-sets



Opportunities for Canada

• No contradiction between Canada doing good and doing well
• Canada’s interests in the global refugee regime
• Values and a rules-based international order
• Demonstrating Canada’s value-added in multilateralism

• Canada’s traditional tools:
• Financial contributions, refugee resettlement, humanitarian diplomacy

• Canada’s unrealized tools:
• Development, defence, trade, investment, and diaspora links 

• Where can current assets be leveraged through Missions?
• Unique ability to leverage diplomatic, development, defence and other tools



Southern Africa
• Angola
• Botswana
• Malawi
• Mozambique
• Zambia

West Africa
• Burkina Faso
• Cote d’Ivoire
• Ghana
• Mali
• Niger

East and Horn of Africa
• Chad
• Djibouti
• Ethiopia
• Kenya
• Uganda

Central Africa and the Great Lakes
• Cameroon
• Central African Republic
• Congo (Republic of)
• Rwanda
• Tanzania
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