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Abstract: In addition to being a tragic output of civil war, large-scale displacement crises often become 
enmeshed in the politics, security, and economics of the conflict. Refugee and internally displaced popu-
lations thus exacerbate concerns about regional destabilization. The Syrian refugee crisis, for example, 
is deeply entwined with civil and international conflict. Neighboring host states of Turkey, Jordan, and 
Lebanon bear the brunt of the crisis, while European states seek to prevent further encroachment by Mid-
dle Eastern asylum seekers. Policy-makers often mistakenly view host state security and refugee security 
as unrelated–or even opposing–factors. In reality, refugee protection and state stability are linked to-
gether; undermining one factor weakens the other. Policies to protect refugees, both physically and legal-
ly, reduce potential threats from the crisis and bolster state security. In general, risks of conflict are higher 
when refugees live in oppressive settings, lack legal income-generation options, and are denied education 
for their youth. The dangers related to the global refugee crisis interact with many other threats that em-
anate from civil wars and weak states, such as fragile governments, rebel and terrorist group activity, and 
religious or ethnic fragmentation.

Millions of people around the world today have fled 
their homes to escape civil war and other violence. 
Recent United Nations figures report 22.5 million 
refugees and 38 million internally displaced persons 
(idps). Statistics from 1996 to 2016 show that refugee 
numbers are at a twenty-year high. Internal displace-
ment, in which people are forced from their homes 
but cannot cross the border, is also at a twenty-year 
high. Remarkably, 55 percent of the world’s refugees 
come from three states experiencing protracted civil 
wars: Syria (5.5 million), Somalia (1.4 million), and 
Afghanistan (2.5 million).1 Contrary to their expec-
tations of sanctuary, many of these people continue 
to experience security threats in their new locations. 
Manipulation of refugee groups for political and stra-
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tegic purposes generally reduces their safe-
ty and downplays the human suffering as-
sociated with the crisis. In addition to being 
a tragic output of civil war, massive and in-
tractable refugee crises often become deeply 
enmeshed in the politics, security, and eco-
nomics of the conflict. 

Early responses to refugee flows usu-
ally address functional and practical is-
sues, actions such as meeting basic needs 
and working out the logistics of displace-
ment, but these rarely require direct atten-
tion from national political leaders. As the 
crisis grows geographically and numeri-
cally, national leaders are confronted by 
the broader implications of refugee pop-
ulations, though government discourse 
focuses more on the humanitarian disas-
ter, rather than the conflict itself, increas-
ing the likelihood of scapegoating and ma-
nipulation. Temporary situations begin to 
seem more permanent, increasing displace-
ment-related tensions within and between 
affected states. A major concern of inter-
national negotiation then revolves around 
dealing with the “excess” people produced 
by the conflict, sometimes even eclipsing 
the focus on conflict resolution. 

Many host states express concern about 
the destabilizing effects of sizeable refugee 
populations. Large-scale forced displace-
ment places an immense strain on the re-
sources of the host states, the refugees, and 
international donors. Some governing par-
ties fear a loss of power due to popular an-
ger over economic hardship and social pres-
sures sparked by large refugee populations. 
Refugee crises may exacerbate existing po-
litical, ethnic, or religious tensions within 
the host state or between the host and send-
ing states. Refugee demographics can create 
an unstable ethnic balance that encourag-
es a previously oppressed minority to con-
front the government. Host states strug-
gling to meet the needs of both displaced 
people and their own citizens resent the 
lack of assistance from wealthier, more dis-

tant states. In the worst-case scenario, de-
stabilization of the host state and threats to 
refugee protection can exacerbate civil and 
international conflict. 

In Lebanon, a country already coping 
with political and economic difficulties, 
Syrian refugees now account for more than 
20 percent of the population. Local Leba-
nese citizens blame the influx of refugees 
for increasing food and housing prices and 
for undermining wages.2 The mostly Sun-
ni Arab newcomers affect the delicate sec-
tarian balance, which also includes Chris-
tians and Shia Muslims. The antigovern-
ment Shia group, Hezbollah, actually offers 
significant military assistance to the As-
sad government in Syria. The Internation-
al Crisis Group explained that “the specter 
of renewed conflict has led the Lebanese au-
thorities to adopt a heavy-handed security 
approach toward the refugees” that has in-
cluded raids on refugee encampments and 
arrests of refugee men.3 Governments such 
as Lebanon’s that bear the brunt of region-
al crises therefore express resentment when 
the United States and other wealthy coun-
tries refuse to accept even a miniscule pro-
portion of the displaced people. Regional 
governments have increasingly used refu-
gees as leverage in negotiations with West-
ern states desperate to prevent the mass ar-
rival of asylum seekers. Humanitarian or- 
ganizations, refugees, and sympathetic gov- 
ernments condemn the manipulation of 
displaced populations for political rea-
sons. Advocates are particularly critical of 
measures, such as forced return to conflict 
zones, that contravene the international le-
gal principles of refugee protection. In some 
situations, overwhelmed or hostile host 
states reduce legal protection and human-
itarian aid, which can lead to violence and 
renewed displacement. Destabilization and 
human rights abuses in the first country of 
asylum can spur secondary displacement, 
as we have seen in the mass movement of 
refugees from the Middle East to Europe. 
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The most extreme outcome is the spread 
of violence across borders, which occurs if 
the original conflict spreads from the refu-
gee-sending state via cross-border attacks, 
rebel activity, or invasion. Militants may 
mix among the refugees, as occurred when 
the militarized Rwandan Hutu state-in- 
exile fled to Zaire among millions of refu-
gees following the 1994 genocide. Refugee- 
related violence remains rare, however, and 
observers caution against treating all refu-
gees “as potential threats to be controlled, 
rather than as displaced victims of conflict 
in need of asylum.”4 Indeed, drawing on 
Stephen Stedman and Bruce Jones’s argu-
ment, which downplays the current rhet-
oric about global chaos, one could argue 
that attention to the global refugee crisis 
has more to do with its influence on Eu-
rope and the Middle East than a qualitative 
change in the nature of displacement. Sted-
man and Jones have labeled as “preposter-
ous” the idea that refugees from the Mid-
dle East fundamentally threaten European 
security.5

In addition to displacement across inter-
national borders, most conflicts include 
large numbers of idps. In conflicts such as 
Syria, Iraq, and Colombia, there are more 
people displaced within the borders than 
outside them. As of 2015, 6.7 million Co-
lombians were displaced within the coun-
try due to the decades-long conflict there, 
whereas 360,000 Colombians were regis-
tered as refugees in neighboring countries.6 
Both refugees and idps suffer from simi-
lar humanitarian needs, and both generally 
lack security. In terms of international law 
and security, the situation differs for these 
populations since idps are supposed to be 
protected by their own government. Con-
cerns with sovereignty complicate efforts to 
protect and assist the internally displaced, 
particularly when the government is a main 
driver of displacement. A major concern in 
conflict resolution is that returning refugees 
end up internally displaced, creating an im-

pediment to peace-building and stability. 
Unlike refugee populations, idps present 
less risk to regional stability or the interna-
tional spread of civil war. 

The violence directed at refugees and 
idps generally far outweighs criminal or 
militant activity emanating from the pop-
ulation. For example, Palestinian refugees 
within Syria have faced mounting difficul-
ties now that they are also internally dis-
placed. The Brookings Institution report-
ed that, in 2011, the Yarmouk camp near 
Damascus held 150,000 to 200,000 Pales-
tinians, as well as 650,000 Syrians. Later, 
in 2012, “intense fighting broke out in the 
camp between pro-regime and opposition 
forces, with the Free Syrian Army and the 
Al Nusra Front taking control of the camp 
by the end of the year.”7 Most of the Syri-
ans left the camp. The Syrian government 
imposed a siege on the camp in mid-2013. 
After the siege was “relaxed” in early 2014, 
it then suffered attack by isis in April 2015. 
As of fall 2015, five to eight thousand peo-
ple remained in Yarmouk.8 The Palestinian 
refugees in Syria thus suffered the effects 
of multiple types of displacement. 

Large-scale forced migration initially af-
fects the specific hosting states and refugee 
groups, however, those trends can also have 
a much broader reach. Considering the po-
tential for exacerbating conflict or under-
mining peace efforts, this essay explores 
the following questions: Under what cir-
cumstances does a refugee crisis contribute 
to destabilization in the host state? What 
conditions are most likely to promote vio-
lations of humanitarian and legal protec-
tion for the displaced? In what ways do 
host-state destabilization and refugee in-
security interact with the wider dynamics 
of a civil war? Answering these questions 
requires an examination of the historical 
context in the host state, the regional se-
curity environment, the response by West-
ern states, and the human geography of the 
crisis.
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Host state responses differ because each 
state views refugee crises in the context of 
past experiences with displacement and civ-
il conflict, which leads to variations in secu-
rity and economic concerns. Historical con-
text helps explain why some states view ref-
ugee populations with alarm and hostility 
even in the absence of provocation. In many 
Middle Eastern countries, past experience 
with Palestinian refugees has shaped the re-
sponse to Iraqi and Syrian refugees. 

In general, states with existing refugee 
populations from earlier conflicts tend to 
extrapolate from that experience, especial-
ly in determining initial responses toward 
new populations. In trying to predict con-
flict, one can ask whether and how past ref-
ugee crises have been resolved in the host 
state, and which issues proved most diffi-
cult to resolve. 

Host states that have experienced civ-
il war, especially a conflict based on com-
munal differences reflected in the refugee 
population, are more likely to fear desta-
bilization and curtail refugee protection 
measures. Refugees may share ethnic or 
religious characteristics with local popula-
tions that are in conflict, creating the per-
ception of a demographic threat. For exam-
ple, when hundreds of thousands of Koso-
var Albanians fled to Macedonia in the late 
1990s, the government was concerned that 
the influx would unsettle the fragile ethnic 
balance in the state. In such circumstances, 
refugees will face hostility based merely on 
their demographic attributes. 

Historical context has also affected re-
sponses to the displacement of millions of 
Syrians, the most high-profile refugee crisis 
at present. Not unreasonably, the regional 
hosting states of Lebanon, Jordan, and Tur-
key fear destabilization and the spread of 
violence. Reports of militarization include 
recruiters for the Free Syrian Army operat-
ing in the Zaatari camp in Jordan.9 Turkish 
policy has shown sympathy for Syrian reb-
els and Sunni jihadist groups fighting the 

Assad regime. Political scientists Özden 
Zeynep Oktav and Aycan Çelikaksoy cite a 
2012 bbc Turkey report that describes a sep-
arate refugee camp in Hatay “that housed 
defectors from the Syrian security forces 
and wounded members of the Free Syrian  
Army.”10 Attempts to control the crisis by 
violating refugees’ rights have caused a sec-
ondary migration as the desperate refugees 
seek asylum in Western Europe, leading to 
Western actions that may create further in-
security.

The response of Jordan to Syrian refugees 
harkens back to the Palestinian displace-
ment of 1948. That era “not only shaped Pal-
estinian identity, but it has dominated Arab- 
Israeli relations for sixty-plus years and 
has influenced the region’s response to lat-
er waves of displacement.”11 The refugee 
crisis began with an estimated 600,000 to 
840,000 refugees from the 1948 war with Is-
rael. The Palestinian refugees went primar-
ily to the West Bank (controlled by Jordan), 
the Gaza Strip, and neighboring states. Po-
litical parties later emerged among the ref-
ugee population, including the Palestin-
ian Liberation Organization (plo), which 
formed in 1964. 

By September 1970, the plo had over five 
thousand full-time and twenty to twenty- 
five thousand part-time fighters, mostly 
based in Jordan. Despite Jordan’s generous 
treatment of the refugees, including grant-
ing citizenship, the Palestinian militants 
sparked a civil war and nearly toppled the 
government of King Hussein. Thousands 
of Palestinian civilians and militants died 
during Hussein’s harsh crackdown on Pal-
estinian activity. The plo was forced to 
move its forces to Lebanon. Jordan learned 
from that Black September that refugees 
can become militarized and hostile. And 
that they can overstay their welcome.

More recently, Jordan experienced a mas-
sive migration of Iraqis in 2006. Consider-
ing its past, Jordan, with a population of 
only 5.7 million (more than half of whom 
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are Palestinians) understandably viewed 
the Iraqi refugee crisis as a serious security 
threat.12 In March 2008, the International 
Organization for Migration estimated that 
2.4 million Iraqis had crossed internation-
al borders, including around five hundred 
thousand into Jordan and 1.2 to 1.4 million 
into Syria.13 Other refugee-receiving states 
included Egypt, Iran, Lebanon, and Turkey. 

In Jordan, alarm over the influx led to re-
strictions that violated international ref-
ugee protection guidelines, but because 
Jordan is not a signatory to the 1951 Unit-
ed Nations Refugee Convention, it is not 
obliged to follow the convention’s man-
dates. Since the government considered 
the Iraqis illegal aliens rather than refu-
gees, they continually faced the threat of 
deportation. In February 2008, Jordan in-
troduced visa restrictions that required 
Iraqis to apply for a visa in Iraq, rather 
than at the Jordanian border crossing. In 
addition, border officials refused entry 
to men between eighteen and thirty-five 
years old and reportedly turned back many 
Shia would-be refugees; most of the Iraqis 
returned to Iraq, although they remained 
displaced within its borders.14 Jordanian 
officials likely reacted, in part, based on 
their experience with the Palestinians. 

Important lessons can also be drawn from 
the decades-long presence of over 330,000 
registered Somali refugees in Kenya.15 Al-
though the Somali refugee crisis receives 
less international attention and assistance 
than Syria, there are useful comparisons 
that apply. Kenya’s 2011 invasion of Soma-
lia was partially motivated by the political 
and security dynamics of the massive long-
term displacement of Somalis. The Kenyan 
government has also successfully manip-
ulated the refugee crisis to gain Western 
support for its military policies. In addi-
tion, refugees in Kenya have been targeted 
by Al Shabaab operatives in the camps. In 
both the Middle East and the Horn of Afri-
ca, the fear of terrorist groups has provid-

ed a rationale for eroding refugees’ legal and 
physical protection. Addressing the refugee 
crises is an essential aspect of conflict reso-
lution in both situations.

Domestic demographic considerations 
influence how Kenya responds to the So-
mali refugees within its borders. Somalis 
have lived in Kenya for decades; many ar-
rived as early as 1991, fleeing civil war. The 
ethnicity of the refugees affects Kenya’s 
domestic policy and the harsh crackdowns 
on the displaced. The Kenyan government 
often scapegoats the Somali ethnic minori-
ty and conflates it with the refugee popu-
lation. Despite that long-term population, 
Kenya refuses to offer permanent resi-
dence to Somali refugees and drastically 
curtails their freedom of movement. Jour-
nalist Ben Rawlence has observed that the 
“Dadaab [camp] has survived as an isolat-
ed slum precisely because Kenya does not 
want to swell the Somali vote by up to one 
million refugees, or 2 percent of Kenya’s 
population.”16 

In general, destabilization and violence 
are more likely when the host state has 
been involved in refugee-related violence 
in the past or when refugees alter demo-
graphic balances related to host-state in-
ternal conflict. Analyzing each new refu-
gee crisis in its historical context allows 
policy-makers to predict potential desta-
bilization and target resources according-
ly. If security resources are scarce, for ex-
ample, it makes more sense to focus them 
on refugee crises that occur in a possible 
tinderbox, rather than situations in which 
refugees and their hosts share ethnic ties 
and cultural sympathy. 

Unsurprisingly, refugee crises tend to oc-
cur in unstable and high-conflict regions, 
which begets further violence and displace-
ment. Trying to resolve a crisis in isolation 
of the regional security environment gen-
erally leads to frustration and a waste of 
resources. For example, the return of hun-
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dreds of thousands of Iraqi refugees who 
had been in Syria does not indicate improve-
ment in the Iraq conflict; it merely demon-
strates the decreasing options available to 
the Iraqis who, for the most part, remain 
displaced within Iraq. Rather than solving a 
problem, refugee return merely relocated it.

Political scientist Myron Weiner’s classic 
article on refugees and conflict, “Bad Neigh-
bors, Bad Neighborhoods,” explains how 
regional conflict contributes to the like-
lihood of refugee-related violence.17 Cer-
tainly, both the Horn of Africa and the Mid-
dle East qualify as “bad neighborhoods” in 
which conflicts tend to cluster. In assess-
ing the likelihood of further conflict, one 
can ask how many neighboring states ex-
perience violent conflict and whether there 
is cross-border violence or rebel group ac-
tivity. Those questions highlight the role of 
weak or fractured governments, particular-
ly those that lack control of their periphery, 
in exacerbating potential destabilization. 
The relationship between the host and the 
sending state will also determine the level 
of tension and risk of violence based on the 
refugee crisis. 

The dangerous security environment has 
clearly affected the Turkish government’s 
response to Syrian refugees and has creat-
ed a precarious situation for them on the 
border. Turkey does not grant Syrians ref-
ugee status or allow them to register with 
the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (unhcr); rather they are grant-
ed “temporary protection.” In 2013, Turkey 
adopted the Law on Foreigners and Interna-
tional Protection to establish an immigra-
tion process for Syrians. The law recogniz-
es Syrians as “guests” rather than as refu-
gees and uses the term “guest camps” rather 
than refugee camps.18

The mixed Turkish government response 
to Syrians stems, in part, from conflicts and 
tensions with its own Kurdish population. 
As President Erdoğan stated, “What hap-
pens in Syria [is] an internal affair of Turkey 

and not a foreign policy issue.”19 A Kurd-
ish homeland is anathema to Turkey, yet 
the displacement patterns of Kurds are in-
creasing the geographical clustering among 
Kurds in Iraq, Syria, and Turkey. Foreign 
policy scholars Elizabeth Ferris and Ke-
mal Kirişci have explained that “the Turk-
ish government considers the prospect of 
an uninterrupted Kurdish-controlled zone 
along its border a threat to national securi-
ty.” They continue, “this complicates Tur-
key’s relationship with the United States, 
which maintains very close cooperation 
with the [Syrian Kurdish rebel group] pyd 
in the fight against isis.”20 In addition, Syr-
ia’s Kurds have been effective in countering 
isis; thus, military action to weaken them 
creates tension between Turkey and the 
United States. The main losers in the high 
politics and negotiations have been the ref-
ugees, who see a continual decline in their 
humanitarian and legal protection. 

Regional violence also surrounds the is-
sue of displacement in Kenya, a host state 
in a supremely bad neighborhood. The sur-
rounding states include Sudan, South Su-
dan, Ethiopia, Somalia, and Uganda–coun-
tries that have variously suffered civil war, 
international war, famine, terrorist attacks, 
and crushing poverty. Cross-border refu-
gee flows and rebel attacks coexist in this 
unstable region. 

The Kenyan government views its Soma-
li refugee population as intertwined with 
the larger security issue of cross-border at-
tacks by Al Shabaab. Kenya cited the need 
to relocate refugees to support its 2011 in-
vasion of Somalia and the establishment 
of a buffer zone on the Somali side of the 
border. Abdeta Beyene and Seyoum Mes-
fin highlight the regional security strategy 
of buffer zones, “which can be established 
in a shared territory or created unilater-
ally through force and monitored exclu-
sively by one state or through proxies in 
a nonshared area in (a) relatively weaker 
state(s), or on the other side of the enemy’s 
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territory that harbors a threat to the stron-
ger state.”21 The Kenyan government con-
tinues to battle Al Shabaab and intermit-
tently revives the threat to close the refu-
gee camps.

Regional security issues remain im-
portant during conflict resolution and 
peace-building, as well. The way in which 
displaced populations are integrated into a 
peace plan, and whether they are offered a 
durable solution to their situation, can in-
fluence postconflict stability. Refugees from 
the most protracted conflicts, such as in Af-
ghanistan, include people who were born 
into refugee status and have never seen their 
“homeland.” The concept of voluntary re-
turn often does not appeal to the genera-
tions who grew up in Pakistan and live in es-
tablished communities there. This creates 
tensions between the host state, which urg-
es the refugees to return, and the refugees 
who resist repatriation. Reporting from Pa-
kistan, Human Rights Watch claimed that 
“in the second half of 2016, a toxic com-
bination of deportation threats and po-
lice abuses pushed out nearly 365,000 of 
the country’s 1.5 million registered Afghan 
refugees, as well as just over 200,000 of the 
country’s estimated 1 million undocument-
ed Afghans.”22 The government of Afghani-
stan, which cannot meet the needs of its ex-
isting inhabitants, finds itself overwhelmed 
by returning refugees. A November 2016 re-
port describes instances of “returning ref-
ugees clashing with locals over resources 
and land,” and explains that “the displaced 
are often rejected, or pushed into squalid 
camps. They also face the threat of forced 
eviction and rarely have access to clean wa-
ter or food.”23 The internal displacement 
crisis in Afghanistan demonstrates the need 
to develop a feasible survival plan for the re-
turnees. Otherwise, conflict can erupt and 
displacement will continue to grow.

The negative effect of bad neighborhoods 
indicates that peacemakers must take a co-
ordinated regional approach to conflict res-

olution. In conflict clusters, such as Cen-
tral Africa, the attempt to resolve one crisis 
usually results in the relocation of violence 
rather than resolution. As Congolese rebels 
(and refugees) were pushed from Uganda, 
for example, they merely resurfaced in oth-
er weak, conflict-ridden states in the region. 
The destabilizing effect of refugee repatri-
ation in Afghanistan offers another exam-
ple of traditional peace-building measures 
that can actually worsen a situation. In the 
short term, policy-makers may find it eas-
ier to focus on piecemeal solutions to dis-
placement crises, but such measures can ac-
tually undermine long-term peace efforts. 

Unlike neighboring states such as Jor-
dan and Kenya, Western states usually en-
joy the privilege of distance from the con-
flict zone, which decreases pressure for an 
immediate reaction. The initial Western 
approach to refugee crises commonly di-
vorces the humanitarian emergency from 
the causes of the displacement, addressing 
them through entirely separate channels. In 
response, humanitarian organizations reit-
erate that the provision of aid as a life-sav-
ing measure cannot resolve the crisis, par-
ticularly when political efforts undermine 
humanitarian goals. A disjointed response 
to the crisis reduces the likelihood of a du-
rable resolution of both the refugee crisis 
and the conflict. 

A Western state with security interests 
in the regional conflict is more likely to 
view the refugee population in strategic, 
rather than humanitarian, terms. The cri-
sis may fit into a broader political relation-
ship with the refugee-sending and -host-
ing states. Conversely, Western states may 
ignore a crisis that occurs in a region with 
little strategic value. In that case, the only 
engagement will be through humanitarian 
assistance, and usually at insufficient lev-
els to meet refugees’ needs. That may leave 
refugees unprotected from militarization 
and desperate for any means to improve 
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their situation. Such a combination can 
quickly lead to violence. 

Many Western governments are com-
plicit in schemes that essentially use refu-
gee populations as bargaining chips in in-
ternational politics. In some cases, host 
governments use refugees as leverage in 
negotiations with Western states desper-
ate to prevent the mass arrival of asylum 
seekers. Donor states have also encour-
aged manipulation and commodification 
of refugees by offering money to states that 
promise to prevent refugee flows. 

The 2016 agreement between the Eu-
ropean Union and Turkey formalized the 
treatment of refugees as political bargain-
ing chips, and is likely to spur other receiv-
ing states to follow Turkey’s strategy. By 
agreeing to accept Europe’s unwanted asy-
lum seekers, Turkey gained long-sought ad-
vances toward integration with Europe, as 
well as an additional three billion Euros for 
refugee assistance.24 Human rights advo-
cates express concern that the agreement 
violates international law and infringes 
on migrants’ rights. The agreement forci-
bly returns asylum seekers without giving 
them a hearing. It also provides no guaran-
tee that Turkey won’t forcibly return peo-
ple to dangerous situations. Rawlence ex-
plains the larger impact of sacrificing the le-
gal rights of refugees in pursuit of political 
gain: “Against the backdrop of the Turkey 
deal, refugees are a good currency to hold: 
a hedge against foreign criticism, a liability 
for which to blame domestic problems, and 
a bargaining chip for special favors from 
abroad. In its vulgar attempt to buy itself 
out of its international obligations, the Eu-
ropean Union has started a bidding war.”25 

The Syrian civil war and refugee crisis is 
deeply intertwined with Turkey’s region-
al and international ambitions. Oktav and 
Çelikaksoy have explained that the refugee 
crisis has led the Turkish government to 
both blame and embrace the West: “This 
bifurcated attitude toward the West has 

typified the Turkish dilemma of trying to 
both gain membership in the eu and at the 
same time establish normative influence 
regionally.”26 Turkey berates Western do-
nors for their stinginess, yet rejects inter-
national involvement in refugee-hosting 
areas. As the crisis unfolded in 2011, “the 
Turkish government saw international 
nongovernmental organizations and un 
agencies as invasive and therefore acted to 
keep them at bay.”27

The Turkey-eu deal formalized an ar-
rangement that occurs less formally in oth-
er crises. For example, Kenya has an unset-
tling habit of threatening to close refugee 
camps as an attention-getting ploy. Raw-
lence has argued that Kenya’s announced 
plan to dismantle the Dadaab refugee camp, 
which houses nearly half a million people, is 
actually “a demand for ransom” from West-
ern nations that follows from Turkey’s lu-
crative deal with the European Union.28 In 
the past, Kenyan threats to close Dadaab 
netted a U.S. promise of a $45 million aid 
bonus.

Kenya has also been able to leverage 
American antiterror concerns to build sup-
port for military action against Al Shabaab 
in Somalia. Kenya’s 2011 invasion of Soma-
lia was both antiterrorist and antirefugee 
since the government hoped to establish 
a border zone in Somalia and expel refu-
gees from Kenya. After Al Shabaab gun-
men attacked Garissa University College 
in Kenya, killing 147 people, the govern-
ment scapegoated refugees. This rational-
ized security crackdowns and aid reduc-
tions at the Dadaab camp. 

Overall, destabilization and violence are 
more likely when host states use refugees 
as political pawns in negotiations with 
third parties. The willingness of Western 
states to resettle refugees also influences 
the refugees’ levels of desperation and dis-
content in the country of first asylum. The 
chance of conflict also increases when host 
states do not have the means (or desire) to 
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meet the refugees’ basic needs. Since most 
host states cannot afford to provide suffi-
cient assistance, this requires massive do-
nations by wealthier countries. 

The human geography of a crisis, includ-
ing the organization and administration 
of a refugee camp, can affect security and 
protection. Host states usually site camps 
in peripheral and inhospitable regions of 
the country, sometimes with the explicit 
intention of discouraging long-term settle-
ment. Some governments even forbid ref-
ugees and aid agencies from using durable 
building materials to emphasize the im-
permanence of the settlements. Measures 
intended to reduce host-state destabiliza-
tion, such as enclosed camps and denial of 
legal employment, infringe on refugee pro-
tection and rights. Over time, the policies 
meant to increase state security backfire by 
isolating and impoverishing the refugees 
and creating resentment. Far-flung camps 
also offer increased opportunities for crim-
inal and political violence to flourish. 

Considering the norm of massive, under- 
funded camps such as Dadaab in Kenya 
(321,000 residents) and Zaatari in Jordan 
(90,000 residents), it makes sense to pay 
attention to how camps function. Host 
states promote the perception of camps 
as temporary humanitarian way stations 
as a way to avoid dealing with the reality 
of camps as sprawling, insecure, and im-
poverished slums. Yet, as noted by polit-
ical scientist Lionel Beehner, “there has 
been little attention to date on how the 
construction, organization, and adminis-
tration of refugee camps can contribute to 
security threats or vice versa.”29 

In their organization and governance, 
refugee and idp camps can function as ar-
eas of limited statehood where nonstate 
actors perform government functions. As 
Thomas Risse and Eric Stollenwerk ex-
plain, “Limited statehood concerns those 
areas of a country in which central author-

ities (governments) lack the ability to im-
plement and enforce rules and decisions 
and/or in which the legitimate monopo-
ly over the means of violence is lacking.”30 
Although international law mandates that 
the government is responsible for meeting 
the needs of displaced populations, the host 
government often does not provide public 
goods or even security in refugee camps. 
un agencies, ngos, and donor states pro-
vide food, medical care, shelter, and sani-
tation for displaced people. When the host 
state lacks the willingness or ability to pro-
vide security, camp organizers must make 
ad hoc arrangements, such as hiring pri-
vate contractors or local police to patrol 
camps. Many observers, including the be-
leaguered providers of services and security 
to the displaced, express a wish for states to 
establish effective sovereignty in the camps. 
Risse and Stollenwerk, however, challenge 
the commonly held concern that areas of 
limited statehood pose inherent risks of 
violence.31 Instead, such areas can remain 
stable and peaceful, especially if a stronger 
state would result in increased threats to-
ward the inhabitants of refugee and idp 
camps. Somaliland, a breakaway and au-
tonomous region of Somalia, hosts tens of 
thousands of recent Yemeni refugees. The 
region declared independence from Soma-
lia, although it remains unrecognized inter-
nationally, and offers a more peaceful hav-
en than either Yemen or Somalia.32 

The organization of refugee settlements, 
as well as their conditions, can influence 
the likelihood of violence and destabiliza-
tion. When host states and aid organiza-
tions build settlements, they may unwit-
tingly undo existing patterns of integra-
tion by clustering refugees according to 
ethnic or religious affiliation. This can po-
tentially create more identity-based com-
munities. In some cases, however, such as 
when they are a persecuted minority, refu-
gees are sequestered for their own protec-
tion. As a general rule, settlements func-
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tion more smoothly when the inhabitants 
are consulted about their organization. 

The conditions of exile also influence 
the potential for conflict. The main points 
of contention for refugees are freedom of 
movement, the right to work, and educa-
tion for their children. While locals may 
resist allowing refugees those freedoms, in 
the long run, more self-sufficiency reduces 
tensions and can even have a positive eco-
nomic impact. Regardless of legal restric-
tions, markets will abound among the dis-
placed. The question is really whether jobs 
will occur legally or as part of a distorted in-
formal economy (including criminal net-
working). 

Based on field research in the Zaatari 
camp, Beehner argues that top-down so-
cial engineering policies that treat ref-
ugee camps as “incubators of social un-
rest, terrorism, and illicit markets” are 
“counterproductive to enhancing securi-
ty in refugee camps, both for the refugees 
themselves and for the host state.”33 As 
of 2016, the Zaatari camp in Jordan held 
about ninety thousand Syrian refugees.34 
Every type of business flourishes despite 
attempts to restrict refugees and regulate 
their living conditions; services such as 
pizza delivery and wedding dress rentals 
are available from refugee-run business-
es. Beehner strongly advocates for less reg-
imented camps that allow refugees great-
er cultural and economic flexibility, argu-
ing that “camps, left unregulated, have the 
same dynamic capacity to become engines 
of economic growth as they do to become 
incubators of violence.”35 

Beehner’s recommendations on camp 
structure would fall on deaf ears in Kenya, 
where the residents of Dadaab find them-
selves continually restricted. The camps 
are so-called “closed camps,” in which 
refugees must obtain official permission 
to leave. The government refuses to allow 
any construction using permanent build-
ing materials, consigning refugees, many 

of whom have lived their entire lives in Da- 
daab, to flimsy and dangerous structures. 
Income generation is also highly restrict-
ed and the government mandates that all of 
the best jobs, such as staff with internation-
al ngos, go to Kenyan citizens. Of course, 
strict limits on employment and movement 
end up creating a distorted informal econo-
my. Massive smuggling operations, which 
profit Kenyan civil servants and business-
men, use the refugee camps as hubs. The 
sugar trade in Kenya is a complex and cor-
rupt web of profit between government 
officials and Al Shabaab militants that re-
lies on cheap refugee labor. The profiteers 
bring contraband sugar across the Somali 
border on trucks that also rent space to So-
malis desperate to reach refugee camps in 
Kenya.36 The Kenya example suggests that 
when corruption benefits government fac-
tions, they have a further incentive to re-
duce the legal options for the refugees. 

Although Syrian refugees in Turkey are 
concentrated in border regions, where 
one might expect conditions to exacerbate 
tensions, observers have found little ev-
idence to support worries of destabiliza-
tion. Around 260,000 Syrians are housed 
in twenty-one government-run camps, 
with the vast majority living in urban ar-
eas.37 Economic analysis by Yusuf Emre Ak-
gündüz and colleagues finds that the pres-
ence of over five hundred thousand refu-
gees has not distorted labor markets and has 
only minimally increased food and housing 
prices. Their finding suggests that econom-
ic conditions will dampen local resentment 
against the refugees. They also note, howev-
er, that Syrian refugees lack legal protection 
in Turkey since the government labels them 
“guests” rather than “refugees.”38 The In-
ternational Crisis Group suggests that “An-
kara now needs to assume the permanence 
of the refugees in order to craft an integra-
tion strategy to mitigate the long-term risk 
for the nation’s stability.”39 Opponents of 
the Turkish government complain that the 



146 (4)  Fall 2017 95

Sarah 
Kenyon 
Lischer

ruling Justice and Development Party is re-
locating the Sunni refugees into opposition 
and minority areas as a way to “achieve ab-
solute power.”40 Physical and legal insecu-
rity increases the potential for destabiliza-
tion, which could be alleviated by granting 
the Syrians refugee status and the related 
legal protection that implies. 

According to the unhcr, Syrian refu-
gees in Lebanon suffer in very poor condi-
tions: “Around 70 percent live below the 
poverty line. There are no formal refugee 
camps and, as a result, more than a million 
registered Syrians are scattered throughout 
more than 2,100 urban and rural communi-
ties and locations, often sharing small ba-
sic lodgings with other refugee families in 
overcrowded conditions.”41 The govern-
ment has responded to security risks with 
indiscriminate crackdowns on refugees, 
as well as Lebanese civilians.42 Lebanon is 
probably the host state most at risk for in-
creasing political instability, given its exist-
ing problems. In general, risks of conflict 
rise when refugees live in oppressive and 
highly regimented settings. This is exacer-
bated when they have no legal income-gen-
eration options and when young people are 
denied an education.

Large-scale population displacement gen-
erates fear. Refugees flee due to fear of per-
secution and violence; those fears often do 
not dissipate in their new surroundings. 
Host countries fear the potential destabi-
lizing effects of refugees in the econom-
ic, political, and security realms. Regional 
and international observers fear the spread 
of conflict across borders. Many of these 
concerns stem from past historical experi-
ences and existing political tensions, lead-
ing to refugee policies that actually worsen 
the risks for destabilization. Confining the 
displaced to squalid, insecure, and under-
funded camps can create a high level of des-
peration among inhabitants. Faced with an 
unlivable situation, refugees will risk their 

lives on a treacherous journey to reach a per-
ceived safe haven, such as Europe. A lack 
of security also creates the opportunity for 
militant activity, including forced or volun-
tary recruitment of people in search of ba-
sic safety. For example, forced recruitment 
by militant groups in Africa has occurred in 
unprotected camps in the Democratic Re-
public of the Congo, Darfur, Chad, Soma-
lia, and many other states.43 

Policy-makers often view host-state se-
curity and refugee security as unrelated–or 
even opposing–factors. In reality, refugee 
protection and state stability are strongly 
connected; undermining one factor weak-
ens the other. Policies to protect refugees, 
both physically and legally, reduce poten-
tial threats from the crisis and bolster state 
security. Overwhelmed and often impover-
ished, host states cannot provide this pro-
tection without significant international as-
sistance. Outside help is also required when 
the host state is hostile to the displaced pop-
ulation or seeks to manipulate their situa-
tion for unrelated gains.

The dangers related to the global refugee 
crisis interact with many other threats that 
emanate from civil wars and weak states. 
In many cases, refugee crises destabilize in-
ternational security only in the company of 
other factors, such as weak governments, 
rebel and terrorist group activity, and reli-
gious or ethnic fragmentation. When states 
lose control over territory or engage in civil 
war, massive displacement is a likely result. 
Mitigating the risk factors for host state  
destabilization and refugee insecurity will 
reduce the likelihood that a refugee crisis 
will contribute to further conflict.
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