
 

Most countries do not take a fair share of
refugees. Here's how we could incentivize
them
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Since its introduction in 1951, the UN refugee convention has been the
basis for the global refugee system. It defines who a refugee is and
outlines the rights they are entitled to.

More than 70 years later, the world is more connected and the nature of
migration and asylum has changed. UK home secretary James Cleverly
(as well as his predecessor Suella Braverman) has suggested that such
migration treaties are no longer fit for purpose.

In a recent speech in the US, Cleverly rightly pointed out that migration
has "been accelerated … by modern technology and transport," and that
globally today, 3.6% of people are migrants. Cleverly did not mention
that this proportion has been surprisingly stable over the past 60 years.

However, we need to draw a distinction here between migration
generally and refugee numbers. While the proportion of migrants
generally has been stable, refugee numbers have more than doubled in
the past decade, going from almost 17 million in 2013 to 36 million in
2023. This has been primarily driven by protracted conflicts in Syria,
Afghanistan and Ukraine. These have led millions to flee war,
persecution and violence in their home countries.

With that in mind, Cleverly has a point: the global asylum system is
facing significant challenges. This is because some countries are taking
more responsibility than others. It is not, therefore, a truly global system.

Today, 70% of refugees are hosted in countries neighboring where the
people flee from. These are most often developing countries. In
Lebanon, refugees comprise 15% of the population. In sharp contrast, in
the UK the proportion stands at 0.5% and in Japan at 0.01% (based on 
UN refugee agency and World Bank data for 2022).
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https://www.unhcr.org/uk/about-unhcr/who-we-are/1951-refugee-convention
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/global-community-must-take-collective-action-on-migration
https://phys.org/tags/modern+technology/
http://heindehaas.blogspot.com/2015/05/the-myth-of-invasion.html
https://phys.org/tags/refugee/
https://www.unhcr.org/mid-year-trends
https://www.unhcr.org/mid-year-trends
https://www.unhcr.org/global-trends-report-2022
https://www.unhcr.org/global-trends-report-2022
https://www.unhcr.org/uk/about-unhcr/who-we-are/figures-glance
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/?url=FfN9aN
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL


 

While a few countries take most of the responsibility for refugees, many
others shun cooperation. The result is that very few refugees are able to
reach safety. According to the UN, globally, only about 4% of refugees
in 2022 were able to access resettlement schemes and travel to a
destination country safely and legally.

Many countries offer safe and legal routes to people in need of
protection. The UK resettled 4,396 people in 2023, and has humanitarian
visa schemes for people from Ukraine, Hong Kong and Afghanistan. But
there are many more people seeking protection from elsewhere in the
world. In the absence of safe and legal routes, many will attempt to enter
countries like the UK through irregular means, such as via small boats.

The refugee convention outlines what states must do to offer protection
and support and to whom. It does not, however, have any mechanisms to
make sure responsibility is equally shared between states.

Political challenges

Cleverly correctly noted that "any approach to global migration that is
not rooted in international cooperation is doomed to fail." The answer is
not to simply do away with current migration treaties, but to build on
them, creating a system that meets refugees' needs for protection while
requiring states to fairly share responsibility.

Scholars have long explored the possibility of a legally binding
mechanism to ensure that refugee protection is responsibly shared. But
such a system seems impossible in the current political climate.

Wealthier countries are skeptical of taking more refugees—and anti-
immigration sentiment is on the rise. The US, Australia and Italy all
failed to endorse recent, non-binding, international agreements on
responsibility-sharing for migration and refugee protection. Much of the
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https://unhcr.org/media/2023-global-compact-refugees-indicator-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/immigration-system-statistics-data-tables#asylum-and-resettlement
https://homeofficemedia.blog.gov.uk/2023/08/24/safe-and-legal-routes-factsheet-august-2023/
https://homeofficemedia.blog.gov.uk/2023/08/24/safe-and-legal-routes-factsheet-august-2023/
https://personal.lse.ac.uk/thielema/papers-pdf/sieps-2008.pdf
https://personal.lse.ac.uk/thielema/papers-pdf/sieps-2008.pdf
https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/83C23155258B2F45634F38D493301D5C/S0020589317000343a.pdf/international-cooperation-and-responsibility-sharing-to-protect-refugees-what-why-and-how.pdf
https://lop.parl.ca/sites/PublicWebsite/default/en_CA/ResearchPublications/201921E
https://lop.parl.ca/sites/PublicWebsite/default/en_CA/ResearchPublications/201921E
https://phys.org/tags/international+agreements/


 

opposition to these agreements was promoted by far-right and anti-
immigrant groups online.

Despite this political difficulty, there could be ways to incentivize states
to take more responsibility, without a legally binding system. One
suggestion is to introduce a global index, run by the UN refugee agency,
that publicly ranks countries by how much they are doing to protect
refugees.

States contribute in different ways to refugee protection, including by
hosting refugees, by creating legal pathways to protection and by
providing funds to the UN refugee agency. An index that accounted for
all of this would make it clearer which countries are doing more or less.

Evidence from other sectors suggests that governments can be
incentivised to make changes in order to improve their image and
reputation. For example, naming and shaming by the UN and non-
governmental organizations has been found to reduce state-sponsored
murder such as during civil wars, and global indices can help combat
corruption.

International reputation can play a role in the development of migration
policies too, as we saw with the introduction of generous migration
policies for Ukrainians.

From safety to integration

A global refugee system also requires a more cooperative, less polarized
discussion about migration—one that recognizes the effect the
phenomenon can have on some local communities, but also refugees'
immense struggles, and European economies' need for foreign workers.

More work needs to be done in host countries to help refugees integrate
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https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8459/
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and avoid marginalization and discrimination. This could be through
cultural exchanges between citizens and refugees, such as sport, cooking
or language classes.

Several studies have shown that promoting citizens' interactions with,
and exposure to, migrants and refugees can enhance mutual
understanding and reduce prejudice.

Research suggests that sharing immigrants' individual stories, rather than
figures and facts, might have a greater role in encouraging positive views
of immigration.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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