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According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) , 
the number of refugees worldwide increased by 50 percent between 1985 and 
1989-from 10.1 million to 15.2 million. Almost a third of today's refugees 
are located in Africa. More than half of the African component have been 
under the care of UNHCR for over five years and a million for more than 10 
years. Mozambique, Angola, Sudan, Somalia, Ethiopia-all locked in intense 
and disfiguring domestic and/or regional conflicts over the past decade-have 
produced the bulk of those in Africa's long-term categories. Despite some 
repatriation successes, most recently the historic case of newly independent 
Namibia, the magnitude of Africa's situation continues to escalate as new 
refugee-producing crises unpredictably erupt (e .g. , in Liberia and Rwanda in 
1990) and growing funding concerns plague UNHCR. (For a country-by
country statistical summary, see chart on pages 4 and 5.) 

Defining the Uprooted 
The increase throughout Africa in rural-to-urban migration, in the numbers of 
environmental refugees leaving marginal lands, and in economic refugees 
fleeing poverty makes it increasingly difficult to separate the economic and the 
environmental refugee from the political refugee-a legal distinction that can 
affect access to political asylum, availability of aid , and international 
protection. As migration pressures intensify across Africa, the increased 
numbers of people on the move are placing new strains on local economies 
and international aid sources. The presence of large numbers of refugees in 
the host country can impede development initiatives, stress weak 
governmental structures, foster environmental degradation, and sometimes 
fuel divisive ethnic rivalries. 

Although the term "refugee" is broadly applied in popular parlance to 
migrations irrespective of cause {including civil wars, famines, declining 
domestic economic opportunities) , most studies of refugee situations 
differentiate between cross-border "refugees" and "internally displaced 
persons": 

1. Refugee Status. The 1951 Geneva Convention relating to the status of 
refugees, its extension by a 196 7 Protocol, and the 1969 Organization of 
African Unity (OAU) Convention governing specific aspects of refugee 
problems in Africa remain the principal legal instruments determining refugee 
status and establishing rules of protection, including asylum, admission, and 
non-refoulement (no forced repatriation) . 
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The Geneva Convention, as extended by the 1967 
Protocol, defines a refugee as a person outside of his or 
her country because of a "well-founded fear of being 
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion" and "unable or, owing to such fear, unwilling to 
avail himself of the protection of that country." The OAU 
Convention extends the Geneva definition to include 
"every person who, owing to external aggression, 
occupation, foreign domination or events seriously 
disturbing public order in either part or the whole of his 
country of origin or nationality, is compelled to leave his 
place of habitual residence to seek refuge in another place 
outside his country of origin or nationality. " Thus, a 
person claiming refugee status in Africa does not need to 
prove specific individual persecution. 

2. Internally Displaced Persons. UNHCR and most 
other tallies of refugees do not include internally displaced 
persons, defined generally by the UN as those "who have 
been forced to abandon their homes or their economic 
activities while remaining inside their country of origin 
because their lives, security, or freedom have been 
threatened by generalized violence, armed conflicts, 
internal upheavals , or similar events seriously disturbing 
the public order." The number of internally displaced 
persons worldwide is estimated to range between 14 and 
20 million, of whom some 70 percent are women and 
children. The internally displaced are not included in the 
UNHCR mandate to provide protection and seek durable 
solutions for refugees , including voluntary repatriation , 
local integration into the country of first asylum, or third 
country resettlement. 

Assessments of the numbers of internally displaced in 
Africa (estimated to total 9 million) are dismaying. 
Mozambique alone claims approximately 1. 7 million 
displaced persons as one of the results of a decade of civil 
strife. The 1989 World Refugee Survey, published 
annually by the U.S. Committee for Refugees, reports 
between 638,000 and 1,178,000 internally displaced 
persons in Angola; 150,000 to 300,000 in Chad; between 
700,000 and 1.5 million in Ethiopia {including those 
"forcibly relocated in government resettlement programs 
as a result of their race, religion, ethnicity, social group, or 
imputed political opinion"); between 2 and 3 .2 million in 
Sudan; and approximately 300,000 in Uganda. Roughly 
3 ,570,000 black South Africans physically relocated to 
various of the ethnic "homelands" are also included in this 
internally displaced listing. 

Coordination of international assistance for the 
internally displaced is problematic because of national 
sovereignty issues and the ad hoc nature of the aid 
programs involved. Although UNHCR occasionally 
provides aid , usually in response to a specific request from 
the secretary-general or the General Assembly, most help 
for the internally displaced comes from a range of other 
sources. These include the UN Children's Fund 
(UNICEF); the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC) and various national Red Cross and Red Crescent 
societies that have a limited mandate to help those who 

are displaced by armed conflict; the Office of the UN 
Disaster Relief Coordinator; the UN-sponsored World 
Food Program, which provides the majority of food 
assistance; the UN Office for Emergency Operations in 
Africa; the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) ; 
the World Health Organization (WHO); various 
international nongovernmental organizations such as 
World Vision, Oxfam, Catholic Relief Services, Medecins 
Sans Frontieres; and host government initiatives. 

The Role of UNHCR 
Formally established in January 1951 , the Office of the UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees was initially charged with 
coordinating refugee activities in Europe in the aftermath 
of World War II. By the mid-1960s, however, the Office 
had become primarily concerned with the growing 
problem of refugees in the postcolonial Third World. In 
1965, roughly 70 percent of the budget was allocated for 
operations in Asia, Africa, and Latin America; as of 1990, 
almost 45 percent of the General Program funds are 
earmarked for Africa alone. 

Because most aid for secure sanctuary and basic 
necessities is targeted at the country of first asylum, support 
within the host country is essential. Traditionally, most 
African countries have been relatively generous and 
tolerant in their treatment of refugees. But even when the 
assistance contributed by the host country and outside 
organizations is substantial, the impact of large refugee 
populations on an already precarious economic situation 
in receiving countries may be considerable. In Sudan, a 
country with a GNP per capita of $480, the ratio of refugee 
to nonrefugee population is 1 to 35. Both Malawi, with a 
refugee to nonrefugee ratio of 1 to 11 , and Somalia, with a 
ratio of 1 to 23, have a GNP per capita of only $170. 
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Malawi: A Host Country Case Study 
An average of 15,000 Mozambican refugees [entered] 
Malawi every month during 1989, with more than 
twice that number arriving during the latter months of 
the year. By late December, the Mozambican refugee 
population in Malawi stood at a staggering 812,000. 

Malawi is one of Africa's smallest, poorest, most 
overcrowded countries. It is roughly the size of 
Louisiana and, with 7. 7 million inhabitants, twice as 
populous. The World Bank lists Malawi as the fourth 
poorest country in the world; UNICEF estimates that 50 
percent of the country's children are undernourished; 
the infant mortality rate is the fourth highest in the 
world. Given these grim statistics, Malawi's response to 
a massive influx of Mozambican refugees has been no 
less than heroic. 

Between 1976 and mid-1986, an estimated 20,000-
50,000 Mozambicans sought refuge in Malawi. Since 
September 1986, however, Malawi has received wave 
after wave of refugees. By way of comparison, it is as if 
25 million refugees had entered the United States 
during the past three years. Malawi now has one of the 
highest ratios of refugees to nationals in the world
there is one Mozambican refugee for every 11 
Malawians. In some districts, refugees outnumber 
Malawians three to two. 

A December [1989] USCR issue paper on refugees 
in southern Africa found that the massive influx of 
Mozambican refugees "has severely taxed Malawi's 
social services, caused major deforestation problems, 
drained food reserves, and strained the nation's road 
and transportation network." Nevertheless, the 
refugees, many of whom have ethnic ties with 
Malawians, have been-and continue to be
welcomed by the Malawian government and people. 
Initially, the Malawi government-wary of foreign 
interference in its domestic affairs-tried to assist the 
refugees by itself. However, by late 1986, as numbers 

Programs to encourage self-sufficiency and the 
development of employable skills among the refugee 
population help to lessen the burden on host countries. 
Studies of Africa's "long-stayers," however, indicate that 
such efforts are not an end in themselves. Most refugees 
want only to return home, and the often-prolonged stay in 
a refugee camp, in some cases up to 10 years, can result 
in severe social and psychological dysfunction. Thus, while 
meeting the initial basic needs of refugees and the 
receiving countries is a first priority, the effort may be 
wasted unless "durable solutions" are simultaneously 
pursued . 

Durable solutions have traditionally included 
( 1) repatriation or voluntary return to the country of 
origin; (2) local integration (i.e., resettlement in the 
country of first asylum); and (3) third-country resettlement. 

skyrocketed and it became evident that the refugees 
would not be returning home anytime soon, Malawi 
allowed UNHCR to establish a presence. The early 
refugees were allowed to settle in and around Malawian 
villages, and, in the few areas where it was possible, 
Malawi made land available for them to cultivate. By 
1988, however, the numbers were too large for this to 
be feasible, and special refugee camps had to be 
established .... 

Distributing food and providing essential services 
such as water, health, education, and sanitation is also 
difficult, not only due to the large numbers, but also 
because the refugees are widely scattered. Wherever 
possible, the Malawi government has offered services 
through existing government structures. UNHCR and 
other international agencies, as well as the Malawi Red 
Cross, have helped bolster these structures, enabling 
them to serve refugees as well as locals. This was 
particularly important following the disastrous floods in 
early 1989 that left more than 100,000 Malawians 
homeless . ... 

In December 1988, Malawi signed a tripartite 
agreement with Mozambique and UNHCR that 
provided a framework for repatriating refugees who 
wished to do so. Although the signing of that 
agreement raised concerns that Malawi might pressure 
refugees to return to Mozambique, those concerns 
generally proved to be unfounded. Malawian officials 
subsequently asserted that refugees should only return if 
they wish to do so and if their safety could be 
guaranteed, and also indicated that, should there be a 
resolution to the conflict in Mozambique, Malawi would 
continue to assist the refugees until their government 
could receive them . .. . 

-Excerpted from the World Refugee Survey-1989 
in Review, a publication of the U.S. Committee for 
Refugees, Washington, D.C. 

Each of these alternatives has its limitations. While 
repatriation is the ideal solution, most of the refugee
producing situations in Africa tend to be protracted and 
difficult to resolve. As previously noted, local integration 
in the country of first asylum is problematic in a continent 
where domestic economies are already under severe 
stress. Third-country resettlement, the most costly and 
complicated solution for all parties involved, is essentially 
a political process, circumscribed by national foreign 
policy guidelines that affect immigration and refugee 
admissions. · 

Unlike refugees who fall within the parameters of the 
UNHCR mandate, the internally displaced are not 
systematically monitored and protected by any single 
international organization. When internal displacement is 
a result of domestic civil strife, the internally displaced may 
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Africa's Refugees: A Country-

Country Source Country Country Source Country 
of Asylum Subtotals Total of Asylum Subtotals Total 

Algeria 170,000 * Ethiopia 740,000 
Western Sahara 165,000 * Sudan 385,000 
Others 5,000 Somalia 355,000 

Angola 26,500 Gabon 100 . 
South Africa 10,000 
Zaire 9,500 Ghana 100 
Namibia 7,000 

Benin 900 
Guinea 280,000 

Chad 900 
Liberia 280,000 

Botswana 800 
Kenya 15,500* 

Uganda 6,400 
South Africa 300 Somalia 3,000* 
Angola 200 Ethiopia 2,800 
Others 300 Rwanda 2,000 

Burkina Faso 300 Others 1,300 

Chad 300 Lesotho 4,000* 

Burundi 90,200 * South Africa 4,000 * 
Rwanda 80,000 * Liberia 200 Zaire 9,600 
Uganda 400 

Malawi 812,000 Others 200 
Mozambique 812,000 

Cameroon 4,200 
Mauritania 22,000 Chad 4,000 

Others 200 Senegal 22,000 

Central African Republic 2,800 Morocco 800 

Chad 2,600 
Mozambique 400 Sudan 100 

Others 100 South Africa 200 
Others 200 

Congo 2,100 
Namibia 25,000* Chad 1,500 

Zaire 300 Angola 25,000 * 
Others 300 Nigeria 5,100 

Cote d'lvoire 200,800 Chad 4,000 

Liberia 200,000 Others 1,100 

Others 800 
Rwanda 20,500* 

Djibouti 46,500 Burundi 20,500 * 
Somalia 30,000 Senegal 48,000 Ethiopia 16,500 

Mauritania 43,000 

Egypt 7,500 Guinea-Bissau 4,800 

Palestinians 5,800 Others 200 

Ethiopia 700 
Sierra Leone 70,000 Somalia 600 

Angola 200 Liberia 70,000 

Others 200 



Country Statistical Summary 

Country 
of Asylum 

Somalia 
Ethiopia 

South Africa 
Mozambique 
Lesotho 

Sudan 
Ethiopia 
Chad 
Zaire 
Uganda 

Swaziland 
Mozambique 
South Africa 

Tanzania 
Burundi 
Mozambique 
Rwanda 
Zaire 
Others 

Togo 
Ghana 
Others 

Tunisia 

Uganda 
Rwanda 
Sudan 
Zaire 
Others 

Zaire 
Angola 
Rwanda 
Burundi 
Uganda 
Others 

Zambia 
Angola 
Mozambique 
Zaire 
South Africa 
Others 

Zimbabwe 
Mozambique 
South Africa 

TOTAL AFRICA 

Source Country 
Subtotals 

350,000 * 

200,000 * 
1,000 

663,200 * 
24,100 

5,000 
2,000 

65,000 * 
6,700 * 

156,000 
72,000 
21,000 
16,000 

1,200 

400 
100 

118,000 * 
50,000 

1,000 
1,500 

311,500 
12,000 
10,000 
4,000 
1,300 

97,000 
20,000 

9,000 
3,200 
2,500 

185,000 * 
500 

Total 

350,000* 

201 ,000* 

694,300* 

266,200 

500 

200 

170,500* 

338,800 

131,700 

185,500* 

5,006,700 
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The figures in the chart are based primarily on the World 
Refugee Survey-1989 in Review (U .S. Committee for 
Refugees of the American Council for Nationalities Service, 
a nongovernmental organization based in Washington, D.C.). 
Other sources for this issue of CSIS Africa Notes include the 
World Refugee Report (U.S. Department of State, Bureau for 
Refugee Programs, September 1989); UNHCR Activities 
Financed by Voluntary Funds: Report for 1989-90 and 
Proposed Programmes and Budget for 1991 (NAX.96/751 , 
August 17, 1990); other UNHCR documents; press reports; 
and personal interviews with representatives of various 
nongovernmental organizations, U.S. government officials, 
and UNHCR personnel. Most of the data is based on 1989 
sources. In the cases of some recent emergency situations, 
notably in Liberia, the figures are for 1990. 

The figures marked with an asterisk(*) indicate significant 
variations in the estimates provided by different sources. 
Such differences can be the result of limiting estimates to 
those refugees receiving UNHCR assistance; using host 
government calculations (for example, some countries, such 
as Djibouti, do not recognize as refugees those foreign 
nationals viewed as security risks) ; and/or inclusion of 
refugees settled spontaneously outside of established UNHCR 
centers. Calculations are also complicated in some instances 
by sudden changes in the production, repatriation, or 
resettlement of refugees. In the case of South Africa, for 
instance, negotiations now under way for the return of many 
ANC exiles from neighboring states will presumably result 
over the next year in a sharp drop in the number of refugees 
originating from that country. 
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be seen in some instances as political activists rather than 
victims and thus denied aid from either the government, 
domestic opposition groups, or international agencies. 
Access to displaced persons may also be denied to the 
media and other protective organizations, thereby 
minimizing human rights monitoring and international 
attention to their plight. 

There is a growing consensus at the UN as well as in 
Africa that the internally displaced need special attention. 
According to a September 1989 report by the secretary
general (N44/540), the UN does not intend to create a 
new structure to deal with the internally displaced, but 
rather to improve the efficiency and the outreach of the 
existing system. As long as internal population 
movements remain narrowly categorized as the primary 
responsibility of the countries in which they are located, 
however, the UN and its various agencies can only assist 
at the request of a concerned government. 

UNHCR Funding Shortfalls 
The continent's refugee crisis is certain to be exacerbated 
as a result of the critical funding shortage facing UNHCR 
in the 1990s. Although the number of refugees under 
UNHCR care has grown by 50 percent since 1985, the 
High Commissioner's budget has been increased by only 
25 percent in the same period. In 1989, UNHCR General 
Program assistance to sub-Saharan Africa was $168.3 
million (out of a worldwide total of $386.6 million). And 
despite a general scaling back of activities in 1989, 
UNHCR faced an unprecedented year-end deficit of $38 
million. With the deficit carried forward into 1990, there is 
no financial cushion for effective responses to new 
emergencies such as those which have erupted in Liberia 
and Rwanda. (The revised Africa budget for 1990 is 
$151.8 million out of an estimated worldwide total of 
$340.9 million plus the $38 million carryover, and the 
estimated 1991 request for Africa is $151.1 million out of 
a total of $330.2 million.) 

Current financial restrictions are already having a 
serious impact. In Africa, UNHCR programs have been 
cut in some cases by almost 20 percent. Provision of 
essential health care, including clean water and basic relief 
items {blankets, tents, cooking fuel), as well as 
contributions to educational and alternative income
generating activities, seems certain to be reduced. The 
more far-reaching effects of these cutbacks could include a 
worsening of the already marginal existence led by 
refugees; new strains on local economies and tolerance in 
countries of asylum; and revisions of host country refugee 
admissions policies based on the ability of UNHCR to 
provide aid, which could increase the incidence of forced 
repatriation. 

Donor support to UNHCR has increased in recent 
years, but not enough to cover the additional expenditures 
involved in coping with rising levels of refugees. Between 
1986 and 1989 (a period during which the refugee 
population increased by 50 percent), total contributions 
increased by 10 percent. Income for 1990 is estimated to 
be $550 million, a 3 percent increase over that for 1989. 

r 

The United States led the international community in 
1989 in terms of aggregate amounts contributed to 
international refugee aid agencies, including UNHCR, the 
International Organization for Migration, and the UN 
Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the 
Near East. The U.S. contribution of $255.4 million was 
followed by Japan's $72.2 million, West Germany's $50.6 
million, Sweden's $46.4 million , the EEC's $43 million, 
the UK's $39.3 million, and Canada's $35.6 million. 

In terms of per capita contributions to these 
organizations, however, the U.S. role was less impressive 
in 1989. The United States (at $1.02) ranks ninth, behind 
Norway (at $6.35), Denmark, Sweden, Finland, 
Switzerland, Luxembourg, Canada, and the Netherlands. 
U.S. contributions per refugee amounted to roughly $12, 
down from a 1985level of $20 per refugee. 

U.S. support for the UNHCR budget, funnelled through 
the Migration and Refugee Assistance portion of the 
Foreign Operations appropriation, dropped from 27 
percent to 22 percent between 1985 and 1989. Support 
for ICRC fell from 30 percent to 15 percent, and 
contributions to the World Food Program declined from 
28 percent to 23 percent. 

Several shifts in policy priorities have been proposed in 
recent months. In February 1990 testimony before the 
House Select Committee on Hunger, Roger P. Winter, 
director of the nongovernmental U.S. Committee for 
Refugees, suggested that the United States "should ensure 
that U.S. contributions for refugees overseas do not fall 
below $25 per refugee" and that "the U.S. share of 
UNHCR expenditures and those of other international 
humanitarian agencies should not fall below 25 percent." 

In May 1990 testimony before the House Foreign 
Affairs Committee's subcommittees on Africa and on 
International Operations, Princeton Lyman, director of the 
State Department's Bureau for Refugee Programs, focused 
on "the need for prioritization, for improved financial 
management, and for increased cost-sharing with other 
UN agencies." Ambassador Lyman's statement echoes 
parts of the High Commissioner's five-pillar strategy for 
dealing with UNHCR's financial burden: (1) improve 
resource coordination; (2) locate new donors; (3) mobilize 
private-sector sources; (4) increase voluntary repatriation; 
and (5) increase donations from traditional donors. 

Emerging Concerns 
If the ongoing efforts to resolve the conflicts in 
Mozambique, Angola, Sudan, the Horn, and Liberia were 
to bring peace to these countries, Africa could be faced 
with the sudden repatriation of over half of its refugees. 
With this possible scenario in mind, UNHCR and other 
agencies are giving increased attention to assessing the 
implications of a "returnee emergency" -how to cope 
with the reentry of thousands of refugees into countries 
whose economies and infrastructure have been rendered 
fragile if not devastated by prolonged civil conflict. 

The landmark repatriation of 43,000 Namibians as a 
corollary of this southern African nation's achievement of 
independence in March 1990 provides some indication of 



what lies ahead for governments and support 
organizations that may face similar situations elsewhere 
on the continent in the months or years just ahead. (See 
"Namibia Becomes a Nation: Could It Be a Model?" by 
Robert I. Rotberg, CSIS Africa Notes no. 110, March 
1990.) Although Namibia experienced less physical 
destruction than most embattled African countries, those 
now returning are confronted with the stressful problems 
of locating scattered family members, reestablishing 
homes, and securing employment in the context of a 
radically transformed political, economic, and social 
landscape. 

In the rest of Africa, as in Namibia, the refugee 
problem is in part a consequence of the protracted and 
often tumultuous nature of nation-building and national 
reconciliation. For host countries as well as source 
countries, the existence of refugees and the internally 
displaced is linked to issues of national sovereignty, 
national identity, and national resource distribution. But 
Africa's refugees and internally displaced persons must 
also be recognized as part of the emerging global crisis of 
mass migration generated by mushrooming population 
figures, deepening poverty, environmental degradation, 
and other structural changes. 
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As the new UN High Commissioner for Refugees, 
Thorvald Stoltenberg of Norway (who succeeded Jean
Pierre Hocke of Switzerland in 1990), phrased it in a 
recent interview with The Courier (European Community 
bimonthly, May-June 1990): " ... people regard refugees 
and refugee work as charity. It's not charity . It's part of 
our own future security. If we do not take poverty and 
political persecution seriously, we will invite for our future 
world a great deal of violence." 

Kimberly A. Hamilton is a research associate in the 
African Studies Program at the Center for Strategic 
and International Studies. After receiving her M.A. 
in international economics and African studies at the 
Johns Hopkins School of Adva_nced International 
Studies in 1989, she served as an intern at the U.S. 
embassy in Gaborone, Botswana. She previously 
completed additional graduate work in social 
anthropology at New York University and worked as 
the education coordinator for a refugee resettlement 
program in Portland, Maine. 
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