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Refugees, asylum seekers, internally displaced persons -- what's the difference? According to the
1951 United Nations Refugee Convention, refugees are defined as persons who, ‘owing to a
well-founded fear of persecution, on the grounds of race, religion, nationality or membership of a
social group’, find themselves outside their country of origin, and are unable or unwilling to avail
themselves of the protection of that country. An asylum seeker is someone who has fled her home
country and is seeking protection from persecution or conflict in another country as a recognized
refugee. States are under international legal obligation to consider claims for asylum and not to
immediately return asylum seekers to the country from which they had fled.

In short, persons recognized as refugees are individuals who have fled persecution and conflict in
their home country and no longer enjoy the legal protections afforded to citizens of a state. As a
consequence, the 1951 Refugee Convention stipulates that refugees should be protected and should
have access to national courts, the right to employment and education, and a host of other social,
economic, and civil rights on a par with nationals of the host country. In addition, the Convention
grants the right of non-refoulement: the right not to be involuntarily returned to a country where
there exists a risk of persecution. Non-refoulement is now a principle of customary international law.
Most importantly, most refugees are entitled to the protection of a UN agency: UNHCR.

In addition to refugees under the protection of UNHCR, there exist more than 5.5 million
Palestinian refugees housed in over sixty camps spread throughout the Middle East and the Gaza
Strip under the authority of a separate UN agency, the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian
Refugees (UNRWA). Palestinians in countries where UNRWA works are excluded from UNHCR's
mandate and are not covered by the 1951 Refugee Convention because Arab states wanted the issue
of Palestinian refugees to be addressed separately. Unlike UNHCR, however, UNRWA has no

mandate to protect Palestinian refugees and its main function is to provide assistance to activities in
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education, healthcare, and public services for Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, the
Gaza Strip, and the occupied territories in Israel.

Since UNRWA's founding, the United States has been the organization's largest funder. That
changed in 2018 when the Trump administration stopped all funding for the Palestinians, who now
face an even bleaker future. Unresolved conflicts and acute unmet needs, particularly in the West
Bank, Gaza, and Syria, are creating a major humanitarian crisis. Today some Palestinians are fourth
generation refugees and have been in exile since 1948 and still hope for a return to their homeland.
Palestinians remain the world's oldest and largest protracted refugee situation.

Over the past seven decades usage of the term 'refugee' has expanded beyond the legal definition
of the 1951 Refugee Convention to cover people in diverse situations who need assistance and
protection. For example, in 1969 the Organization of African Unity adopted a regional instrument
which includes as refugees people fleeing both individual persecution and 'external aggression,
internal civil strife, or events seriously disturbing public order' in African countries. In addition, the
1984 Cartagena Declaration covering Central and South American refugees also expands on the 1951
Refugee Convention by including 'persons who have fled their country because their lives, safety or
freedom have been threatened by generalized violence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, massive

violation of human rights or other circumstances that have seriously disturbed public order'.

H# : Loescher, G. (2021). Refugees: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford University Press. 14-15.
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