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Foreword

According to the UNHCR, there are almost 83 million peo-
ple in the world today who are forced to flee their homes 
to seek refuge inside or outside their country of origin. 
Most of them who cross international borders seek protec-
tion in neighbouring countries, preferably close to their 
places of origin, in the hope that the situation will improve 
and they will soon be able to return home. These countries 
of first refuge are often developing countries that them-
selves face numerous challenges in providing for and pro-
tecting their own citizens. 

Receiving and caring for refugees on top of existing chal-
lenges often puts these countries in a difficult situation. As 
a result, the living conditions of those seeking protection are 
dire and the support they receive is often insufficient. Thus, 
it is particularly difficult for especially vulnerable groups, 
such as unaccompanied minors, girls and women, elderly 
refugees, and survivors of violence and torture with special 
protection needs, to find permanent protection after their 
displacement. 

In these situations, returning home is just as impossible for 
many people as successfully integrating in the country of first 
asylum. Resettlement to a third country is therefore often the 
only possibility for these people to find a safe and durable 
solution and start a new life. In addition, humanitarian ad-
mission programmes and complementary pathways also of-
fer refugees a perspective for a safe and secure future, even 
if additional conditions (besides lacking a protection per-
spective) must be met to be eligible for these programmes. 

Resettlement and humanitarian admission, however, are 
important signals of solidarity not only for refugees but al-
so for countries of first asylum. As an important compo-
nent of international refugee protection, these instruments 
shows countries with fewer resources that they are not be-
ing left alone. 

Resettlement and humanitarian admission programmes 
have a long tradition in countries like Canada, the USA, 
Australia, and Sweden. Countries like Germany, France and 
the UK have also set up resettlement programmes in recent  
 

 
 

years. Furthermore, programmes such as those following 
the war in Vietnam in the 1970s or the Yugoslav wars in 
the 1990s have shown that countries can expand their re-
ception capacities in a short period of time. 

However, despite this, the need for resettlement consider-
ably exceeds the number of places available. The UNHCR 
estimates that around 1.47 million resettlement places will 
be needed worldwide in 2022. While the number of avail-
able places increased steadily between 2013 and 2016, it 
peaked in 2016 and halved in 2017. Since then, the number 
has steadily fallen, reaching an historic low of only 22,800 
admissions in 2020 – the lowest number of resettlements 
in almost two decades. This was due to drastic cuts in re-
settlement places under the Trump administration, as well 
as the restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Yet, in the 70th year of the Geneva Refugee Convention, a 
resettlement renaissance maybe possible. Under President 
Biden, the USA has increased its resettlement commitments 
and has already pledged 125,000 places for resettlement 
and other admission programmes for 2022. Now, the ball is 
in Europe’s court. In Germany, the independent Commis-
sion on the Root Causes of Displacement has recommend-
ed that the federal government form an alliance of willing 
resettlement countries in order to significantly increase the 
number of reception places 

Against this backdrop, the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung seeks 
with this publication to pave the way «Towards a Global 
Resettlement Alliance». I am convinced that we can over-
come the challenges of the present only through more in-
ternational cooperation and solidarity – in Germany, Eu-
rope and worldwide. Great achievements of modern civili-
sation, among them the rights of refugees, must be de-
fended, and safe and orderly pathways, such as resettle-
ment and humanitarian admission programmes must be 
expanded. 

I hope that this publication serves this goal and generates 
broad interest among policy makers, international organi-
sations, academia and civil society. 

Martin Schulz
President of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung

Foreword
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A person fleeing persecution or seri-
ous danger can seek asylum in another 
state. If granted, asylum includes the 
right to: stay on the other state’s ter-
ritory, non-refoulement, and humane 
standards of treatment. 

According to the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 
refugees are “people who have fled 
war, violence, conflict or persecution 
and have crossed an international bor-
der to find safety in another country”. 

The principle of non-refoulement pro-
tects persons from being removed from 
a state if they face real risks of irrepa-
rable harm upon return, including per-
secution, torture, ill-treatment or other 
serious human rights violations. 

Recognised refugees have the right to 
reunite with their nuclear family: usually 
spouses or partners and minor children, 
in the case of adults, and at least par-
ents or legal guardians, in the case of 
unaccompanied minors. 

ASYLUM

REFUGEE
NON-REFOULEMENT 

FAMILY REUNIFICATION

If reunification is granted, these fami-
ly members receive safe access to and 
temporary or permanent protection in 
the admission country. 

In international law, the 1951 Refugee 
Convention defines a refugee as some-
one who is unable or unwilling to return 
to their country of origin “owing to a 
well-founded fear of being persecuted 
for reasons of race, religion, national-
ity, membership of a particular social 
group, or political opinion”. 

People who do not fall within the scope 
of this definition, but would face seri-
ous harm in countries of origin, might 
qualify for subsidiary protection. 

Content: Dr. Natalie Welfens
Designed by: AdGrafics.eu

Codified 
Rights

Infographic: Rights, Resettlement 
and Complementary Pathways
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Foreword

UNHCR defines resettlement as the 
transfer of refugees from an asylum 
country to another state that has agreed 
to admit them and ultimately grant 
them permanent residence. 

Relocation refers to the orderly transfer 
of individuals seeking protection from 
one state to another within the Europe-
an Union (EU). Relocations aim to signal 
solidarity and relieve pressure from indi-
vidual EU member states.

are usually set up in reaction to acute 
conflicts or crisis situations and intend 
to admit larger numbers of a particular 
group or nationality of refugees in short 
periods of time. 

facilitate, next to the right to reunite 
with nuclear family, the reunion of refu-
gees with extended family members or 
people that are emotionally or financial-
ly dependent upon them. 

refers to admission programmes in 
which individuals or private associa-
tions provide financial, practical and/or 
emotional support in the admission of 
refugees.

Programmes can be :

privately organised admissions and 
integration through legal and safe 
pathways  

state-led admissions, which in-
volve sponsors mainly to support 
refugees financially, practically and 
emotionally after arrival.   

RESETTLEMENT 

COMPLEMENTARY PATHWAYS

RELOCATION 

HUMANITARIAN 
ADMISSION 
PROGRAMMES 

FAMILY REUNIFICATION 
(EXTENDED 
FAMILY) 

PRIVATE/
COMMUNITY 
SPONSORSHIP provide refugees with safe and regulat-

ed access to admission countries for the 
purpose of scholarships, apprenticeships 
or trainee programmes, and may pro-
vide options for employment or perma-
nent residency after graduation. 

are a means to admit people directly 
from a country where they are at risk of 
severe abuses and human rights viola-
tions due to e.g., conflict.

provide refugees with safe and regu-
lated access to admission countries for 
the purpose of employment and grant 
them either temporary or permanent 
residence. 

grant people in need of protection legal 
entry to a country where they can apply 
for asylum, sometimes through fast-
tracked procedures.

EDUCATION 
PATHWAYS 

EVACUATIONS

EMPLOYMENT 
PATHWAYS

HUMANITARIAN 
VISAS

Resettlement aims to offer a durable 
solution for refugees who are in a par-
ticularly vulnerable situation in the coun-
try of asylum, such as refugees with 
medical, legal or physical  needs, survi-
vors of torture, or women, girls and chil-
dren at risk.

Such programmes are similar to reset-
tlement but allow for more flexible se-
lection criteria and procedures.

Evacuations can also serve to first re-
locate people to a neighbouring state 
from where they are then admitted to 
another state.

Safe
Pathways
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other options to seek protection. However, resettlement 
can only offer a solution for a very small fraction of refu-
gees in addition to regular asylum as, thus far, resettle-
ment places are scarce: currently, less than one percent of 
the 82.4 million people who are forcibly displaced world-
wide can be resettled.1 Available places cannot even ac-
commodate all the particularly vulnerable refugees in 
need. In 2019, around 1.4 million refugees were consid-
ered in need of resettlement, but only 63.726 were reset-
tled.2 Amidst the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting travel 
restrictions, UNHCR’s calculated resettlement need of ap-
proximately 1.44 million for both 2020 and 2021 respec-
tively could hardly be addressed. For 2022, UNHCR esti-
mates a resettlement need of 1.47 million individuals, un-
derscoring the continuous need to increase admission ca-
pacities.3 Importantly, scaling up refugee admission pro-
grammes is not only a question of political will but also of 
resources and logistics. The implementation of resettle-
ment is a complex, transnational process involving various 
state and non-state actors, and therefore, requires consid-
erable resources.

Recently, some admission countries and the EU have pro-
moted refugee admission programmes not only as safe 
pathways but also as means to “fight irregular migration” 
and the “business model of smugglers”.4 There is, however, 
no scientific evidence that supports this claim. Even if the 
number of resettlement places significantly increased, peo-
ple would still seek asylum. Framing resettlement as an al-
ternative to asylum undermines the objective that resettle-
ment should be an addition and complementary to the indi-

*	 The author of this analysis is Dr Natalie Welfens.

1	 UNHCR. 2021. Figures at a Glance. Available: https://www.unhcr.
org/figures-at-a-glance.html [08 November 2021].

2	 UNHCR. 2020. More Resettlement Needed as Only 4.5 Per Cent of 
Global Resettlement Need Met in 2019. Available: https://www.un-
hcr.org/news/press/2020/2/5e3a81c04/resettlement-needed-on-
ly-45-cent-global-resettlement-needs-met-2019.html [08 November 
2021].

3	 UNHCR. 2021. Projected Resettlement Needs 2022. Available: 
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/resettlement/60d320a64/pro-
jected-global-resettlement-needs-2022-pdf.html [08 November 
2022].

4	 See e. g.: European Commission. 2016. Managing the Refugee Crisis, 
EU-Turkey Statement. Available: https://ec.europa.eu/commission/
presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_16_3218 [08 November 2021].

DEBATING RESETTLEMENT *

A Guide through Political Claims about Resettlement  
and Complementary Pathways 

A growing number of Member States of the European Un-
ion (EU) have committed themselves to directly admit refu-
gees from first countries of asylum through resettlement 
and other related programmes. In such programmes, ad-
mission states offer safe access and temporary or perma-
nent protection to a limited number of persons whom they 
consider to be in need of humanitarian protection. In con-
trast to asylum, resettlement and similar programmes are 
voluntary commitments by admission countries and not 
codified in international law. With such programmes come 
political claims and expectations about their necessity or 
advantages. Yet in practice, matters are often more com-
plex than the political rhetoric suggests.

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), resettlement should target particularly 
vulnerable refugees, e. g., people with legal, physical or 
medical needs; survivors of torture or violence; women, 
children and adolescents at risk; people with a lack of fore-
seeable alternative solutions or no other means to reunite 
with their family. So-called “complementary pathways” – 
such as humanitarian admission, private sponsorship, or 
education pathways – allow for more flexible admission 
criteria, which may also take other considerations than on-
ly humanitarian into account.

Resettlement and complementary pathways are high on 
the political agenda in international, European, and nation-
al debates about refugee protection. In order to better 
navigate these debates, the following short analysis exam-
ines three major political claims about resettlement. With 
respect to these three claims, it also analyses the potential 
risks and benefits and provides recommendations. 

FIRST CLAIM: RESETTLEMENT AND OTHER  
ADMISSION PROGRAMMES PROVIDE SAFE  
AND LEGAL PATHWAYS FOR REFUGEES,  
THEREBY OFFERING AN ALTERNATIVE TO  
DANGEROUS AND IRREGULAR MIGRATION.

Resettlement can be a life-saving instrument of protec-
tion, particularly for refugees who continue to be in a vul-
nerable situation in first countries of asylum and have no 

https://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html
https://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/2/5e3a81c04/resettlement-needed-only-45-cent-global-resettlement-needs-met-2019.html
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/2/5e3a81c04/resettlement-needed-only-45-cent-global-resettlement-needs-met-2019.html
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/2/5e3a81c04/resettlement-needed-only-45-cent-global-resettlement-needs-met-2019.html
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/resettlement/60d320a64/projected-global-resettlement-needs-2022-pdf.html
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/resettlement/60d320a64/projected-global-resettlement-needs-2022-pdf.html
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_16_3218
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_16_3218
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Debating Resettlement

vidual right to seek asylum. Further, this rhetoric obscures 
the fact that it is admission countries’ and the EU’s restrictive 
migration and border regimes that make refugees’ mobility 
irregular, and therefore, costly and dangerous in the first 
place. 

Recommendation: Admission countries should in-
crease the availability of resettlement and comple-
mentary pathways. Places need to be additional and 
complementary to individual asylum. 

SECOND CLAIM: RESETTLEMENT AND OTHER  
REFUGEE ADMISSION PROGRAMMES SIGNAL  
SOLIDARITY TO FIRST COUNTRIES OF ASYLUM  
AND HAVE A “STRATEGIC USE” FOR THE 
BROADER REFUGEE PROTECTION REGIME. 

Resettlement is a contribution to global responsibility-shar-
ing and has the intended purpose of signalling solidarity to 
first countries of asylum that host disproportionate num-
bers of refugees. UNHCR and states often claim that ad-
missions from these countries can have a “strategic use” 
for the global refugee regime: even comparatively small 
numbers of refugee admissions are a sign of solidarity to-
wards first countries of asylum and incentivise them to 
keep their borders open and/or provide better assistance 
to the refugees they already host. However, the evidence 
of such an effect is mixed. Studies point out that the con-
cept of “strategic use” often remains loosely defined and 
the number of admissions would need to be more signifi-
cant to maximise protection benefits in countries of asy-
lum.5

In recent admissions to Europe, the EU Commission and 
several admission countries have used the term “strategic” 
rather in reference to migration control interests. The ad-
mission of refugees from Turkey in exchange for coopera-
tion on migration and border control under the EU-Turkey 
statement of March 2016 is a prime example of this. While 
this “strategic” choice of regions of admissions has con-
tributed to states’ interest in refugee admission pathways, 
it also bears several risks. First, countries with a large refu-
gee population and high resettlement needs, yet lower 
numbers of irregular onward migration towards the EU, 
risk being ignored. Second, using refugee admissions in 
this way means coupling admissions with border control 
and return policies. As part of migration agreements with 
third countries, refugee admission risks becoming a hu-
manitarian fig leaf in an otherwise more restrictive border 

5	 Van Selm, Joanne. 2013. Great Expectations. A Review of the Stra-
tegic Use of Resettlement. UNHCR Policy Development and Eval-
uation Service, Geneva. Available: https://www.refworld.org/do-
cid/520a407d4.html [08 November 2021].

	 Schneider, Hannah. 2020. The Strategic Use of Resettle-
ment. Lessons from the Syria Context. Durable Solutions Plat-
form, Amman. Available: https://dsp-syria.org/sites/default/
files/2020-04/Strategic%20Use%20of%20Resettlement_0.pdf 
[08 November 2021]. 

regime. This undermines the humanitarian character and 
the original use of resettlement as an instrument of solidar-
ity with third countries. It furthermore contradicts its initial 
aim to expand protection capacities and stabilise the refu-
gee protection system worldwide.

Recommendation: Resettlement should primarily 
work as an instrument of solidarity and target coun-
tries where the resettlement need is particularly 
high. Admissions should not be made conditional on 
migration control. 

THIRD CLAIM: RESETTLEMENT AND OTHER  
REFUGEE ADMISSION PROGRAMMES ALLOW 
FOR A TARGETED SELECTION OF REFUGEES. 

Resettlement and other admission programmes often 
claim to target “particularly vulnerable” individuals or 
groups, based on refugees’ nationality, age, gender, or 
medical needs. In formulating selection criteria, admission 
states often take UNHCR’s needs-based recommenda-
tions into account. Yet, states also define additional crite-
ria, and the further interpretation of these criteria at the 
frontline leaves room for discretion. Admission states con-
sider discretionary selection as an advantage and frame it 
as a way to not only target those with specific needs but 
also to control who is accessing their sovereign territory. 
In practice, admission states do indeed make the final de-
cision but UNHCR and NGOs in countries of first asylum 
are also involved in the identification and pre-selection of 
cases. 

The discretionary selection entails the risk of cherry-picking 
and prioritising cultural desirability over need. Various ad-
mission countries, as well as the EU Commission’s propos-
als for an EU resettlement framework, include integra-
tion-related selection criteria.6 Such criteria can pertain to 
family links and language skills but also to refugees’ adher-
ence to liberal gender and sexuality norms or to their edu-
cational background, and may thus be in tension with the 
objective to target the “most vulnerable”. 

Moreover, the discretionary character of resettlement and 
other pathways as well as the highly bureaucratic and 
lengthy selection process limits refugees’ agency and con-
straints transparency and accountability. In contrast to asy-
lum, refugee admissions are largely top-down processes 
of identifying and selecting suitable “candidates”. With 
the exception of particular complementary pathways, ref-
ugees cannot apply for refugee admission programmes 
and often the complex assessment process is not transpar-
ent to them. As admissions are discretionary, refugees 

6	 Brekke, Jan-Paul, Erlend Paasche, Astrid Espegren and Kristin Berg-
tora Sandvik. 2021. Selection Criteria in Refugee Resettlement. 
Balancing Vulnerability and Future Integration in Eight Resettle-
ment Countries. Institute for Social Research, Oslo. Available:  
https://hdl.handle.net/11250/2758744 [09 November 2021].

https://www.refworld.org/docid/520a407d4.html
https://www.refworld.org/docid/520a407d4.html
https://dsp-syria.org/sites/default/files/2020-04/Strategic%20Use%20of%20Resettlement_0.pdf
https://dsp-syria.org/sites/default/files/2020-04/Strategic%20Use%20of%20Resettlement_0.pdf
https://hdl.handle.net/11250/2758744
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cannot legally challenge a negative decision. Thus, the 
claim that refugee admission programmes target “particu-
larly vulnerable” refugees remains a promise, with limited 
possibilities of legal or political scrutiny.7

Recommendation: Resettlement and other refugee 
admission programmes should primarily prioritise 
based on refugees’ needs. Fostering transparency, 
e. g., through comprehensive monitoring and evalua-
tion of programmes, can help to assess who gets ac-
cess and to which extent programmes focus on par-
ticularly vulnerable refugees.

7	 Welfens, Natalie & Yasemin Bekyol. 2021. The Politics of Vulnera-
bility in Refugee Admissions under the EU-Turkey Statement. Fron-
tiers in Political Science. Refugees and Conflict. Available: https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpos.2021.622921 [09 November 2021].

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2021.622921
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2021.622921
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A Pathway Towards more Resettlement and Humanitarian Admission

THE STATUS QUO: RESETTLEMENT  
AND HUMANITARIAN ADMISSION HAVE 
SUFFERED A DOUBLE BLOW 

In a world in which crossing borders is becoming more dif-
ficult, resettlement8 and humanitarian admission9 have be-
come ever more important, offering refugees a safe path-
way towards a long-term perspective. Yet these tools are 
marginal. This is particularly apparent when we consider re-
settlement, which focuses on the people who are in a vul-
nerable position in countries of first asylum: Resettlement 
numbers have shrunk (figure 1) and the gap between need 
on the one hand, and places offered on the other hand, has 
grown considerably.10

Over the past four years, however, two shocks have dealt re-
settlement and humanitarian admission a historic blow. First, 
the United States, which until that time had covered an aver-
age of 60 per cent of all resettlement places, sharply reduced 
its commitment under the Trump administration. The num-
bers fell from 85,000 available places in 2016 to just 18,000 
in 2020. 

Second, the COVID-19 pandemic has created a significant 
backlog of cases. Many refugees who had already been ac-
cepted for resettlement could not leave their country of first 

* 	 The following analysis, along with Annexes A, B, C and D, were pro-
vided by the Global Public Policy Institute (GPPi) and authored by Dr 
Julian Lehmann and Marie Wagner.

8	 For the definition of resettlement, see the infographic: Rights, Reset-
tlement and Complementary Pathways, which is part of this series 
on resettlement by the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung: UNHCR defines re-
settlement as the transfer of refugees from an asylum country to an-
other state that has agreed to admit them and ultimately grant them 
permanent residence. Resettlement aims to offer a durable solu-
tion for refugees who are in a particularly vulnerable situation in the 
country of first asylum, such as refugees with medical, legal or physi-
cal needs, survivors of torture, or women, girls and children at risk.

9	 In light of the broad range of humanitarian admission programmes, we 
use the term humanitarian admission to refer to the transfer of peo-
ple at risk, including refugees, from a country that is not their country 
of nationality to an admission country, with the aim of providing them 
with protection for the duration of risk. This can include state-led ad-
missions and private/community sponsorships. We do not use the term 
to refer to more specialized complementary pathways, such as family 
reunification, education and employment pathways, or evacuations.

10	 The gap between the worldwide refugee population in need of re-
settlement and the number of departures rose from 700,000 in 2011 
to more than 1.3 million in 2019.

A PATHWAY TOWARDS MORE 
RESETTLEMENT AND HUMANITARIAN 
ADMISSION*

AT A GLANCE

Amidst the lack of safe pathways for refugees, resettlement and 

humanitarian admission stand out as offering safe channels for 

movement and long-term solutions for a selected few. Howev-

er, the number of available places has taken an unprecedented 

hit. This is not only a problem for refugees themselves, but also 

for the entire international system of refugee protection. To sur-

vive, that system requires meaningful tools to support responsi-

bility sharing. 

In this paper, we identify the reasons for the current admission 

levels and propose a pathway towards more engagement over 

the next three years. We do so by looking at six countries that 

represent the backbone of international efforts on resettlement 

and humanitarian admission (Australia, Canada, France, Germa-

ny, Sweden, and the United States). Despite difficult political 

contexts, a positive turn is feasible in many of these countries. 

Reflecting on the short-, medium-, and long-term horizons, we 

outline three steps that would revive resettlement and humani-

tarian admission. 

1.	 Recovery, 2022: a short-term coordinated effort enables re-

settlement to recover from the shock of COVID-19; govern-

ments make additional commitments to resettle Afghans, 

in addition to evacuations.

2.	 Stability, 2023: resettlement and humanitarian admission 

are on a stable growth trajectory; new programmes 

emerge, and the size of established resettlement pro-

grammes increases.

3.	 Sustainability, 2024: resettlement and humanitarian admis-

sion are more established tools of responsibility sharing, 

narrowing the gap between need and available places (tar-

get: at least 200,000 places globally per year, excluding 

other complementary pathways); higher numbers of availa-

ble places offer new opportunities to use these tools strate-

gically in the future.  

This paper is based on an analysis of factors in six countries (Aus-

tralia, Canada, France, Germany, Sweden, and the United 

States), as well as interviews with 17 key informants. For each of 

the six countries, we present separate, 3-page briefs as a joint 

annex to this paper, together with a bibliography. 

This paper is part of series of publications on resettlement by 

the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung.



Figure 1: Global Resettlement Departures, 2015–202112

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

81,891	            126,291	         65,108	    55,680	              63,726	             22,800	         26,195
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asylum amid travel and entry restrictions.11 Mobility restric-
tions also affected the missions of national migration agen-
cies, many of which rely on personal on-site interviews to 
select refugees for resettlement and humanitarian admis-
sion. Even before the pandemic, admission processes in 
most countries took months. Now refugees are in limbo for 
even longer, and this situation is aggravated by the econom-
ic fallout from COVID-19.

These low numbers are not only a problem for individual 
refugees; they are also detrimental to the entire interna-
tional system of refugee protection. The basic tenants of 
that system are under pressure almost everywhere, either 
because borders are closed or because economic challeng-
es and a tense political climate mean that refugee rights re-
main an unfulfilled promise. In this context, both words and 
deeds – with regard to non-return, refugee rights, and 
sharing responsibilities with refugee-hosting countries, 
which are under strain from unequal displacement distribu-
tion – are necessary to prevent the international system of 
refugee protection from becoming meaningless. Interna-
tionally, countries have committed to responsibility sharing 
under the Global Compact on Refugees (GCR), brokered by 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UN-
HCR). However, two years after its adoption, many of the 
Compact’s objectives are not yet sufficiently underpinned 
by concrete action.  

MOMENTUM FOR INCREASED 
RESETTLEMENT AND HUMANITARIAN 
ADMISSION COULD BE GENERATED  
IN KEY COUNTRIES 

If the aim is to scale up resettlement and humanitarian ad-
mission to make them more meaningful tools and to reduce 
the populations of refugees most in need, then two central 
questions arise: What would a realistic goal look like? And 

11	 For example, almost one-third of the people to whom a visa was 
granted under the Australian resettlement and humanitarian pro-
grammes were not able to travel.

12	 UNHCR. N.d. Resettlement Data Finder. Available:  
https://rsq.unhcr.org [20 October 2021].

how can different actors turn general commitments into po-
litically viable courses of action? To answer these questions, 
we have considered six of the countries that help make up 
the international backbone of resettlement and humanitari-
an admission – Australia, Canada, France, Germany, Swe-
den, and the United States.13

Factors that Negatively Affect 
Resettlement and Humanitarian 
Admission 

In all of these six countries, the factors that negatively affect 
the scope of resettlement and humanitarian admission (and 
the future prospects of scaling up the use of these two 
tools) are broadly similar. These factors relate to the admis-
sion process, the preconditions for achieving integration, 
and the general political environment (summarised in the ta-
ble below). Overarching political factors rank highest in im-
portance, which reflects a consistent perception among the 
experts we interviewed for this paper.14

GENERAL POLITICAL FACTORS 

In all the countries we considered (albeit to a different de-
gree), the admission of migrants – and refugees in particu-
lar – has become a divisive domestic political issue, inter-
mingling with larger issues related to social welfare provi-
sion, cultural and religious identity, and security. Govern-
ments have either tried to exploit hard lines on migration 
policies for their own political gain or have feared losing out 
to other political parties making those gains. Such debates 
have also spilled over into local or regional contexts, where 
initiatives for refugee admission have been thwarted by the 
lack of central government acceptance, necessary to grant 
visas. The discretionary nature of resettlement and human-
itarian admission (states are free to decide whether to en-
gage in resettlement at all, how many and whom to admit), 
as well as the low levels of resettlement globally, have also 

13	 See Annex A: Country Briefs.

14	 For a list of interviewees, see Annex C: Interview Partners.

https://rsq.unhcr.org
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Admission Process

Post-Arrival / Integration

General Political  
Factors

Capacity limits/restraints
among local, governmental, 
and non-governmental 
service providers

Tense local markets 
in metropolitan areas, 
particularly with regard 
to housing

Individual preferences – 
refugees have travelled 
onwards to other 
countries or regions

Divisive domestic policy 
debates on all migration-
related issues

Rifts between those 
countries that engage 
in resettlement and 
those that outright reject 
their responsibility to do so

State-centric nature of 
admission, which prevents 
local/regional admission 
initiatives which are not 
approved at the central 
state level

Capacity of staff involved
in the admission process,
incl. consular 

Laborious / time-consuming 
procedures

Practical challenges 
for selection missions 
(e.g., logistics,
communications)

presented challenges. These factors make it easy for oppo-
nents to point to low admission levels elsewhere, as well as 
to countries that outright refuse to admit refugees proac-
tively.  

ADMISSION PROCESS, POST-ARRIVAL  
AND INTEGRATION

For both resettlement and humanitarian admission, gov-
ernment institutions actively select refugees, organize 
their transfer and, jointly with non-governmental actors, 
manage the reception and facilitate integration. Beyond 
political factors, levels of resettlement and humanitarian 
admission are influenced by real capacity challenges on 
these elements in the admission process. First and fore-
most, regarding integration, this concerns tense job and 
housing markets, a challenge which many countries try to 
mitigate with regional distribution mechanisms for admit-
ted refugees. However, a shortage of specialised service 
provision – such as language and vocational training – is 
also a factor. Second, there are capacity issues for staff in-
volved in the selection and admission processes, including 
staff in the relevant migration agencies as well as consular 
staff. Such capacity challenges can also be exacerbated by 
high numbers of migrants and refugees applying via other 
migration channels, such as in Germany, where consular 
staff also process a relatively high number of family reuni-
fication applications. Meanwhile, the case of the United 
States shows that capacity issues affect the prospects for 
growth in resettlement and humanitarian admission. The 
drastic reduction in places under the Trump administration 
meant that many of the private service providers and 
non-profit organisations involved had to lay off staff or 

close entirely, which makes President Biden’s new an-
nouncements on resettlement and humanitarian admis-
sion15 difficult to attain. 

Factors that Positively Affect 
Resettlement and Humanitarian 
Admission 

Despite these difficult political contexts, resettlement and 
humanitarian admission have also proven somewhat resil-
ient, spurred by four factors in particular. 

CROSS-PARTISAN, NON-STATE, COMMUNITY 
AND PRIVATE SUPPORT

First, cross-partisan support for resettlement and (to a more 
limited extent) humanitarian admission exists in all the coun-
tries we studied. In those countries where admission in-
creased, milestones were achieved under both liberal, cen-
tre-left and more conservative, centre-right led govern-
ments. Tougher policies on asylum have usually focused on 
asylum seekers who arrive “spontaneously,”16 while reset-

15	 President Biden committed to admitting 62,500 refugees in 2021 
and 125,000 refugees in the fiscal year 2022. See country brief on 
the United States.

16	 By “asylum seekers who arrive ‘spontaneously’“, we mean people 
who apply for asylum after having crossed the border of a country 
in a manner different from resettlement or humanitarian admission, 
such as with a tourist visa or by irregular arrival. We use quotation 
marks because the term “spontaneous”, while commonly used as 
an antonym for resettlement, suggests that such asylum applications 
occur impetuously.

Factors that Negatively Affect Resettlement and Humanitarian Admission
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tlement is spared because it allows controlling admission 
numbers and other criteria like nationality, and because it 
has an orderly procedure.  The United States is a notable ex-
ception to this overall trend.  

We also observed other actors involved in resettlement and 
humanitarian admission playing an extensive role. Capacity 
issues are perceived to correlate with the strength of 
non-governmental, community, or private initiatives and 
support networks (in which refugees often self-organize). In 
several countries, one strategy to raise support has been to 
increase the extent of private or community sponsorship 
and funding for admission, thus facilitating integration via 
individual and community sponsors such as faith-based or-
ganisations, diaspora groups, and applicants’ families. Reli-
ance on these actors can also shield admission from some 
forms of anti-migration criticism, given the cost borne by 
the state is lower.

SHIFTING PUBLIC OPINION AND  
FLEXIBLE POLITICAL REACTIONS 

The situation in the six countries we studied also makes it 
clear that public opinion and government policy can shift sig-
nificantly, and in concert. All six countries witnessed a marked 
increase in active admission of refugees when displacement 
from Syria peaked and images of drowning men, women, 
and children led to widespread public demands that more 
should be done to save lives. Most governments reacted with 
ad-hoc humanitarian admission programmes. This demon-
strates a clear preference at ministerial level (as opposed to 
several respective agencies in charge) for reactive, flexible ad-
mission at politically opportune moments rather than long-
term commitments. This preference is also apparent in cur-
rent resettlement programmes – almost all the countries we 
analysed for this paper make annual rather than multi-year 
commitments. Most recently, a shift in public opinion is also 
evident in debates on Afghanistan. In almost all the countries 
we studied, public support for stronger engagement on be-
half of Afghans was on the rise. This was propelled – among 
other factors – by a sense of direct responsibility for the 
country and its people, given the presence of US and coali-
tion forces, of development and humanitarian personnel, 
and the support Afghans had provided them. As a result, 
non-traditional actors – such as veterans – are advocating 
and appealing to different branches of the electorate as well 
as to policymakers. Here too, however, the appetite for fixed 
commitments is low. Thus, the October 2021 EU High-Level 
Forum on providing protection to Afghans at risk did not re-
sult in concrete pledges on additional admission. 

FOREIGN POLICY INTERESTS

States’ reactions to the displacement of Syrians and to the 
current situation in Afghanistan indicate moments at which 
public compassion (which means less political risk associat-
ed with increasing admission numbers) and humanitarian 
motives converge with foreign policy interests. Many gov-

ernments do more than point to resettlement and humani-
tarian admission as tools of responsibility sharing that sup-
port host countries. They also pursue or highlight other for-
eign policy objectives. In particular, these include retaining 
credibility for the armed forces and for other government in-
stitutions among their former local employees (as apparent 
in respect of Afghanistan, for example), supporting regular, 
orderly forms of admission, or deterring irregular movement. 
The latter is most pronounced in Australia, which is the only 
country in the world in which every refugee who arrives in 
the country “spontaneously” triggers a reduction in the 
places available for resettlement and humanitarian admis-
sion. While the number of “spontaneous” arrivals of asylum 
seekers has been low, the policy has nevertheless propelled 
both a public and a government discourse in which “spon-
taneous” forms of asylum seeking are stigmatised as “queue 
jumping” and asylum seekers are detained.

A logic that links resettlement to action against irregular mi-
gration is also visible in Germany’s efforts to resettle refu-
gees from Niger. The key driving factor for that resettlement 
was Niger’s efforts to stem irregular migration to Libya via 
Niger. What is more, in Germany as well as in other EU coun-
tries, one of the considerations at play in participating in the 
EU-coordinated resettlement of refugees out of Turkey is 
that it signals the EU’s support for Turkey. Turkey not only 
generously provides protection to Syrians, but also curbs ir-
regular onward movement under the EU-Turkey statement.17 
Indeed, resettlement from Turkey has been the main contrib-
utor to higher resettlement in Europe, accounting for 27,000 
of the 70,000 refugees resettled between 2015 and 2020. 

INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION

Finally, beyond domestic political considerations, interna-
tional cooperation has contributed to making more places 
available in some instances. Germany and France are coordi-
nating on their commitments, which has also provided a 
push to a more common European approach. Funds provid-
ed by the European Commission to support resettlement 
(through the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund, or 
AMIF) have contributed to increasing numbers in both nas-
cent resettlement countries and in established programs. 
There also is a comparable but small financial mechanism on 
the international level.

As part of the GCR, the UNHCR-convened Global Forum on 
Refugees has led to a (low) number of new commitments 
on resettlement, humanitarian admission, and other path-
ways for refugees. For example, Canada introduced pilot 
programmes to increase educational and labour mobility 
pathways to resettlement in Canada.

On a global level, the Annual Tripartite Consultations on Re-
settlement (ATCR) has been bringing together UNHCR, gov-

17	 EU Commission. 2016. EU-Turkey statement of 18 March 2016. 
Available: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-
releases/2016/03/18/eu-turkey-statement [01 November 2021].

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/03/18/eu-turkey-statement
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/03/18/eu-turkey-statement
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ernmental actors, NGOs, and other stakeholders since 1995 
to support knowledge exchange on lessons learned with re-
gard to procedures, advocacy, and capacity building on re-
settlement, as well as discussing a way forward. Other fora 
for international exchange include the ATCR’s Working 
Group on Resettlement and the Priority Situations Core 
Group, a more recent body for coordination which focuses 
on specific refugee situations.

A PATHWAY UNTIL 2024:  
THREE PHASES 

This analysis of factors makes it clear that the political lee-
way for fixed, longer-term commitments to more resettle-
ment and humanitarian admission is limited. However, re-
settlement and humanitarian admission have seen in-
creases at moments when there was a clear picture of 
need, when humanitarian and foreign policy considera-
tions converged, and when international cooperation was 
high.

Higher levels of meaningful engagement could have a quick, 
marked effect on the overall population of those most in 
need of a solution in another country. While there is a glar-
ing gap between the level of need and offers for resettle-
ment and humanitarian admission, the growth of resettle-
ment needs is manageable: for example, the number of per-
sons worldwide whom the UNHCR considers in need of re-
settlement has risen by 17,000 between 2018 and 2021 and 
will further increase by about the same number for the year 
ahead. 

On this basis, we outline a pathway of three phases to revive 
resettlement and humanitarian admission, reflecting the 
short-, medium-, and longer-term perspectives from 2021/
2022 through to 2024. The aim is to bring both of these 
tools onto a growth path, which would allow offering a 
solution to resettling the 1.4 million refugees most in need 
within the next ten years. Based on our analysis of the ena-
bling factors, we propose a response centred around the 
following principles and approaches: 

	– 	Multilateralism – an international alliance, cooperating 
and coordinating in a spirit of mutual support;

	– 	Flexibility – making commitments to common goals, 
without imposing anything resembling a quota; 

	– 	Multi-Stakeholder  – enabling a broad variety of actors 
to contribute; 

	– 	Multi-purpose – promoting transparency on objectives, 
including those related to foreign policy interests;

	– 	Compassion – supporting public communication of 
humanitarian needs.

18	 UNHCR. 2015; 2016; 2017; 2018; 2019; 2020; 2021. UNHCR 
Projected Global Resettlement Needs 2016; 2017; 2018; 2019; 
2020; 2021. Available: https://www.unhcr.org/558019729.pdf; 
https://www.unhcr.org/575836267.pdf; https://www.unhcr.
org/593a88f27.pdf; https://www.unhcr.org/protection/resettle-
ment/5b28a7df4/projected-global-resettlement-needs-2019.html; 
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/resettlement/5d1384047/pro-
jected-global-resettlement-needs-2020.html; https://www.unhcr.
org/protection/resettlement/5ef34bfb7/projected-global-resettle-
ment-needs-2021-pdf.html; https://www.unhcr.org/protection/re-
settlement/60d320a64/projected-global-resettlement-needs-2022.
html [15 October 2021].

Figure 2: Global Resettlement Needs as Determined by UNHCR18
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1. Recovery: The 2021–2022  
Afghanistan Moment

A short-term coordinated effort enables resettlement 
to recover from the shock of COVID-19. Governments 
make additional commitments to admit Afghans. 
Goal: 130,000 departures in 2022.

To date, resettlement and humanitarian admission are suffer-
ing from the drop in the number of places since the advent 
of COVID-19 as well as the backlog that accumulated during 
the pandemic. As governments prepare their commitments 
for 2022, many are still not meeting their quotas for 2020 
and 2021. The problem is both a bottleneck in the admission 
process and (to a more limited extent) a bottleneck in depar-
tures from the respective countries of first asylum. We sug-
gest that now is the moment for governmental actors in re-
settlement countries and other stakeholders to commit to a 
coordinated response that ensures a post-COVID-19 recov-
ery for resettlement and humanitarian admission. The goal 
for 2022 should be to bring resettlement and humanitarian 
admission back to 2019 levels, and to provide additional 
places for Afghans (see next paragraph). Back in 2019, reset-
tlement and humanitarian admission (excluding other com-
plementary pathways like family reunification) were at an es-
timated 110,000 departures.19 While the humanitarian mo-
tive for admission should be at the forefront, governments 
may also consider whether post-COVID-19 economic recov-
ery plans present additional opportunities for other comple-
mentary pathways – as is currently being considered in Aus-
tralia, for instance. On a more technical level, the following 
adjustments may help to achieve this goal and may also 
serve as a means of piloting practices that could continue 
once the pandemic is over: 

	– 	Pause the requirement for in-person selection missions 
and interviews to the benefit of remote selection; 

	– 	Facilitate exchange so that those countries which have 
engaged in dossier selection, remote interviews and 
speedy security checks can share their lessons learned; 

	– 	Introduce a pilot emergency procedure (a shorter, pri-
oritised admission procedure) for pre-selected and at-
risk individuals, as well as a pilot, “unallocated” quota 
that is not tied to specific countries of origin;

	– 	Review consular staff levels needed for increased re-
settlement and humanitarian admission. In the EU 
context, explore opportunities for consular staff from 
different European countries to support their Europe-
an partners;  

19	 This number is an estimate. It uses the average share (past five years) 
that the six countries studied had in global resettlement, to extrapolate 
the 2019 baseline of resettlement and humanitarian admission from 
these six countries. To check for plausibility, we also considered the 
baseline number of all complementary pathways that UNHCR used for 
its three-year strategy (180.000). See UNHCR. 2018. The Three-Year 
Strategy (2019–2021) on Resettlement and Complementary Pathways. 
Available: https://www.unhcr.org/5d15db254.pdf [15 October 2021].

	– 	Where departure bottlenecks exist as a result of COV-
ID-19 restrictions, coordinate to find practical solutions 
to help people to travel and to support those who are 
waiting in limbo.  

	– Review case management systems and plan for digiti-
zation of documents and processes.

Amidst the mounting humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan, 
many resettlement countries are witnessing stable public 
support for and political engagement on providing protec-
tion to Afghans. Opinions differ on the extent to which gov-
ernment responses will go beyond evacuation schemes to in-
clude more resettlement and humanitarian admission from 
Afghanistan’s neighbouring countries. Nevertheless, mo-
mentum has been building at the international level among 
the same actors that also engage in relevant resettlement 
and humanitarian admission processes. 

	– 	As states prepare their quotas for 2022, there is an 
opportunity to position resettlement and humanitari-
an admission as an additional response for Afghans 
living in Iran and Pakistan. UNHCR does currently not 
refer any cases from the two countries. For 2022-2023, 
countries that were part of the coalition forces should 
offer 40,000 places in total, with EU countries focus-
ing on Iran (from which the US does not resettle) and 
the US, Canada, and Australia focusing on Pakistan.

	– 	Governmental and non-governmental actors should 
engage in strategic messaging and publicly promote 
this approach instead of keeping it under wraps. Such 
efforts could include communicating responsibility for 
people who were partners while military, develop-
ment, and humanitarian institutions were present in 
Afghanistan; explaining strategic considerations (par-
ticularly the need to be a reliable partner, given that 
these same institutions will have to rely on local part-
ners in the future); and publicising individual success 
stories.

	– 	Where Afghan communities exist, additional safe path-
ways such as family-sponsored humanitarian admission 
programmes for Afghans should be introduced.

2. Stability: The 2022–2023  
GCR Anniversary Moment

Resettlement and humanitarian admission are on a sta-
ble growth trajectory. New programmes are emerging, 
and the size of established resettlement programmes 
is growing. Responsibility sharing should be promoted 
as “hard” foreign policy interests. 
Goal: 170,000 departures in 2023.

Once resettlement and humanitarian admission have recov-
ered from the fallout of COVID-19, it will be time to bring 
them onto a moderate growth path, starting with the com-
mitments made in late 2022. The goal should be to achieve 

https://www.unhcr.org/5d15db254.pdf
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at least 170,000 departures worldwide for the year 2023, 
for both tools combined, without more specialised comple-
mentary pathways like family reunification. 

In the six countries we studied, considerations of both do-
mestic and foreign policy influenced higher admission num-
bers. Offering more places will require country-specific re-
sponses to confront domestic concerns about increased in-
take. For example, in the US, scaling up private and commu-
nity sponsorship programmes appears to be the most prom-
ising avenue to confront political hurdles and deal with the 
depleted resettlement infrastructure. In a country like Swe-
den, on the other hand, efforts to scale up could concen-
trate on establishing partnerships at governmental and EU 
levels – given that governmental actors are more hesitant to 
distribute responsibilities among private actors and the pub-
lic sees the government as the appropriate authority, due to 
a well-established welfare system.

Given that the convergence of foreign policy goals and hu-
manitarian motives has been conducive to resettlement 
and humanitarian admission in the past, all governments 
should reflect on and more openly communicate the rele-
vant objectives. Foreign policy goals need not contradict 
the principles of refugee protection. The five-year anniver-
sary of the GCR is the appropriate moment to convey that 
the GCR objective of shared burdens and responsibilities is 
a domestic and foreign policy necessity, and to underpin 
this with higher admission numbers. The current consensus 
among most “northern” countries is to promote and sup-
port refugees’ self-reliance and inclusion in national servic-
es – such as education, health, and social safety nets – in 
their countries of first asylum. In many countries of first asy-
lum, however, this is a highly contentious topic in domestic 
policy. Resistance to inclusion is not simply a matter of 
money. Admitting refugees in “northern” countries can 
therefore be a critical act of political support, alongside 
other forms of assistance. It may also help these countries 
to retain credibility in promoting refugees’ inclusion in 
countries of first asylum, as well as in promoting other key 
tenets of international refugee law. 

Given the state of the current refugee resettlement system 
(in which it is easy for opponents to point to low admission 
levels elsewhere), efforts to increase admission numbers will 
benefit from strong political leadership. The EU could 
emerge as a core network of countries leading efforts to in-
crease resettlement and humanitarian admission. The 2022 
incoming French presidency of the EU should prioritize facil-
itating the adoption of the European Resettlement Frame-
work regulation, creating common procedures and rules for 
prioritising and pledging (among other issues) without mak-
ing admission a legal obligation. The new national govern-
ments in Germany and France should jointly push for more 
resettlement and humanitarian admission. Turkey, Libya and 
neighbouring countries of Afghanistan are among the plau-
sible priority countries for future EU Commission recom-
mendations, given that EU foreign policy interests most 
clearly converge with the humanitarian benefits of resettle-
ment and humanitarian admission in these countries. 

Existing networks for international knowledge exchange 
and coordination are already strong on resettlement and 
humanitarian admission and can be used as a basis to fur-
ther the exchange and to invest in capacity building. En-
gaged stakeholders should jointly address the more acute 
challenge of increasing the number of countries offering re-
settlement and humanitarian admission in order to make 
the system less vulnerable to a future shock – such as that 
imposed by the Trump administration. To support new 
countries in mounting resettlement and humanitarian ad-
mission programmes, several helpful tools should be in 
place by the end of 2023:

	– 	A Global Resettlement Fund would function as an inter-
national equivalent to the Asylum, Migration and Inte-
gration Fund, which has helped to increase the number 
of resettlement programmes in the EU context.

	– GCR signatory states should launch a data tool to pro-
vide a consistent, reliable, and transparent baseline 
number for humanitarian admission and all other com-
plementary pathways offered in 2022. They should 
agree on terminology and on the criteria for distin-
guishing between UNHCR-referred resettlement, other 
resettlement, humanitarian admission, family reunifica-
tion, and other forms of active admission for refugees, 
such as student visas.

	– Knowledge exchange on humanitarian admission 
should be strengthened, including on private and com-
munity sponsorship programmes. It should include 
Canada as a champion of this model, as well as refu-
gees themselves. In cases where states are still hesitant 
to invest public funds in community sponsorship pro-
grammes, blended programmes or private funding 
from pioneering actors – including formerly resettled 
refugees and their families – could fill the gap.

3. Sustainability: The 2023–2024  
Global Refugee Forum Moment

Resettlement and humanitarian admission are estab-
lished tools of responsibility sharing. Higher numbers 
offer new opportunities to use these tools strategi-
cally in the future. Goal: 200,000 departures in 2024.

In late 2023, the second iteration of the Global Refugee Fo-
rum will provide an opportunity to further narrow the glar-
ing gap between the needs of refugees and offers for reset-
tlement and humanitarian admission. The goal should be: a) 
to achieve at least 200,000 departures worldwide for the 
year 2024, through a combination of resettlement and hu-
manitarian admission (excluding family reunification), and b) 
to ensure broader buy-in to common targets on resettle-
ment and all forms of complementary pathways, for the 
years thereafter. 

Attaining such levels does not require a sudden break-
through, but rather a commitment to the growth path es-
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tablished in 2022. The EU, Canada, and the US – which by 
that time should have resumed its position as a num-
ber-one provider of resettlement and humanitarian admis-
sion – should coordinate to rally other states behind com-
mon goals for the years leading up to 2032. With a target 
of at least 100,000 places for humanitarian admission and 
100,000 resettlement places in 2024, and an annual 
growth of 15,000 places for resettlement and 10,000 plac-
es for humanitarian admission, starting from 2024, today’s 
entire population of refugees in need of resettlement 
would be offered a solution within the next ten years. To 
assist less wealthy, emerging resettlement countries, the 
Global Refugee Forum should be an occasion for both na-
tional governments and the private sector to commit re-
sources to the new Global Resettlement Fund, established 
in 2022. 

In the past, resettlement and humanitarian admission 
have been criticised as insufficiently “strategic.” While this 
term is somewhat amorphous, it originally applied to using 

resettlement as a tool to improve refugee protection in 
countries of first asylum, or to the refugee protection re-
gime in general. Today, however, resettlement and hu-
manitarian admission numbers are so small that such ex-
pectations are hardly realistic – beyond the important po-
litical signal of resettlement in combination with other 
kinds of support. Even the comparatively high numbers of 
Syrians admitted to resettlement countries constituted a ti-
ny fraction of the overall refugee population. However, if 
the scope of resettlement were to increase significantly af-
ter 2024, then opportunities to use resettlement strategi-
cally to improve refugee protection, as a tool of solidarity 
with third countries, and to stabilise the global refugee 
protection regime may well arise. As part of a larger-scale 
international resettlement and humanitarian admission 
system, by the end of 2024 it would be time for UNHCR to 
reclaim ownership of the concept of Strategic Use of Re-
settlement; to develop pilot programmes in cooperation 
with all stakeholders, including resettled refugees; and to 
evaluate them.
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Figure 3: Growth Trajectory to Address Global Resettlement Needs within Ten Years
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Annex A: Country Briefs

ANNEX A: 
COUNTRY BRIEFS

This annex consists of six country briefs to accompany the 
analysis “A Pathway to more Resettlement and Humanitari-
an Admission.” Each country brief outlines the recent trends 
in refugee resettlement and humanitarian admission in the 
respective country and proceeds to analyse the factors that 
explain these trends. On this basis, each brief describes the 
respective country’s prospects for committing to higher ad-
mission numbers as well as to increased international coop-
eration on refugee resettlement and humanitarian admis-
sion in the future.20 

20	 For more data and information regarding the procedures and 
country-specific actors involved in cooperation with UNHCR 
on resettlement processes, please consult the UNHCR country 
chapters in: UNHCR. 2018. UNHCR Resettlement Handbook 
and Country Chapters. Available: https://www.unhcr.org/
protection/resettlement/4a2ccf4c6/unhcr-resettlement-
handbook-country-chapters.html [01 November 2021].

https://www.unhcr.org/protection/resettlement/4a2ccf4c6/unhcr-resettlement-handbook-country-chapters.html
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/resettlement/4a2ccf4c6/unhcr-resettlement-handbook-country-chapters.html
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/resettlement/4a2ccf4c6/unhcr-resettlement-handbook-country-chapters.html
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TRENDS IN REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT AND 
HUMANITARIAN ADMISSION

Resettlement and humanitarian admission 
numbers are going down.

Australia has a long-standing Humanitarian Program that 
includes UNHCR-referred resettlement and other forms of 
humanitarian admission under the so-called “offshore” 
component for those people hosted outside of Australia (as 
opposed to onshore asylum applications). Although Aus-
tralia is traditionally among the three largest resettlement 
countries worldwide, the size of its offshore component 
has fluctuated over the past decade: it peaked at 27,625 
admissions in 2016, in contrast to the low of just 9,226 
places in 2011. In 2019, the year before the COVID-19 pan-
demic hit and departures to Australia decreased sharply, 

COUNTRY BRIEF: AUSTRALIA

the offshore Humanitarian Program comprised 18,240 plac-
es. Most recently, Australia announced a “ceiling” (as op-
posed to its previous language, which referred to a “tar-
get”) that caps the number of both onshore and offshore 
refugee admissions jointly at 13,750 places over two years 
(2020–2021). This not only means that the number of ad-
missions is decreasing significantly, but also that the pros-
pects for growth are moderate (as previous targets have of-
ten been exceeded). This number is expected to remain sta-
ble until 2024–2025.

After the Taliban took over Afghanistan in August 2021, 
Australia announced that it would accept 3,000 vulnerable 
Afghan nationals and Afghans with family ties to Australia. 
However, in contrast to past ad-hoc humanitarian admis-
sions, these places are not in addition to, but are part of 
the number of places allocated under the existing Human-

Figure 1: Annual Numbers of Resettlement and Humanitarian Admissions 
2015–2020 (Offshore Humanitarian Programme)
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itarian Program. This means the government will readjust 
the order of priority in its existing programme, in which de-
mand already exceeds the number of available places eight 
times over.

Compared to other countries, Australia’s share of UNHCR-re-
ferred resettlement – that is, resettlement for which no com-
munity ties are necessary and which adheres to UNHCR’s 
vulnerability criteria – is exceptionally small. Within the off-
shore component, the number of community-sponsored re-
settlements (the so-called “Special Humanitarian Program”) 
consistently outweighs the number of non-sponsored refu-
gees (the so-called “Refugee Program”), and non-govern-
mental organisations are concerned that even the Refugee 
Program is moving towards greater consideration of existing 
community and family ties. Within the past five years, the 
share of people referred by UNHCR shrank from 48 per cent 
to just 9 per cent of the entire Special Humanitarian and Ref-
ugee programs.

In Australia, private investment covers an exceptionally 
high share of the costs of resettlement and humanitarian 
admission. Within the Special Humanitarian Program, 
sponsors not only nominate individuals, but also have to 
cover the costs of administration, travel, and certain initial 

21	 Refugee Council of Australia. 2021. Rebuilding a Responsive and Stra-
tegic Program – Response to the Australian Government Discussion 
Paper on the 2021–2022 Humanitarian Program. Available: https://
www.refugeecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/2021-22_
Humanitarian_Program_RCOA_submission.pdf [01 November 2021].

22	 Ibid.

service provisions. As a special case within the Humanitar-
ian Program, 1,000 places are reserved for the Community 
Support Program – a sponsorship programme for “employ-
ment-ready” refugees in which all the costs are covered by 
individual or business sponsors. 

REASONS FOR AUSTRALIA’S LEVEL  
OF ENGAGEMENT ON RESETTLEMENT 
AND HUMANITARIAN ADMISSION 

Political support for resettlement and  
humanitarian admission are relatively high,  
but the tools suffer from highly contentious  
domestic migration debates. 

More than any other country we studied, Australia uses re-
settlement as a central pillar of its asylum policy. Resettle-
ment and humanitarian admission enjoy support 
across Australia’s two major parties, the centre-left La-
bor Party and the centre-right Liberal Party. Spikes in reset-
tlement numbers can be observed under both Labor- and 
Liberal-led governments. In policy documents and public 
political discourse, Australian policy makers regularly point 
to the history and the relatively large size of the Australian 
resettlement and humanitarian admission programme with-
out linking it to or committing to further future engage-
ment. There is a favourable public view of resettlement and 
humanitarian admission, and some observers believe this 
support is even stronger for community-sponsored admis-
sions, which carry a lower price tag for the Australian gov-
ernment.

Figure 2: Share of UNHCR-referred Resettlement

0

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

2016

48%

20% 20%

9%

25%

2017 2018 2019 2020

Source: Refugee Council of Australia (2021)22

https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/2021-22_Humanitarian_Program_RCOA_submission.pdf
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/2021-22_Humanitarian_Program_RCOA_submission.pdf
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Nevertheless, resettlement and humanitarian admission in 
Australia must be seen in the wider context of political de-
bates on migration and asylum in particular. The domestic 
political environment, in which liberal positions on 
immigration are perceived as politically risky, is the 
key reason why resettlement and humanitarian ad-
mission are in decline. Australian policies explicitly posi-
tion the tools as the only legitimate form of entry for refu-
gees, in contrast to irregular, “spontaneous” onshore arriv-
als. Indeed, Australia is the only country in the world which 
imposes a joint quota for onshore arrivals and off-
shore resettlement and humanitarian admission. This 
means that a high number of onshore arrivals may reduce 
the number of available places in the offshore resettlement 
and humanitarian admission programme. Given that the 
number of onshore arrivals is low and those who arrive on-
shore and demand asylum receive the lowest level of priori-
ty for admission (resulting in asylum seekers waiting for 
years in detention centres), the practical effect of this policy 
on resettlement and humanitarian admission has recently 
been low. However, the policy has entrenched a political 
discourse which labels asylum seekers as “queue-jumpers,” 
cultivates cross-partisan support for highly restrictive on-
shore asylum policies, and promotes a highly unfavourable 
public opinion of onshore asylum seekers.

Beyond the use of resettlement as a tool to manage 
and deter onshore asylum applications, the Humanitari-
an Program adheres to humanitarian objectives (such as find-
ing permanent solutions or family unification) and other stra-
tegic goals, namely “to help stabilise refugee populations 
[…] and support broader international protection.”24 Howev-
er, these goals are not further fleshed out in announcements 
of annual programme targets or ceilings, even though they 
influence the choice of priority countries for resettlement 
and humanitarian admission programmes. What is more, ex-
amples from the recent past show that deterring onshore ar-
rivals will take precedence over other strategic goals. In May 
2015, Australia had an opportunity to support Indonesia and 

23	 Ibid.

24	 Australian Government, Department of Home Affairs. 2021. Discus-
sion Paper: Australia’s Humanitarian Program 2021–22. Available: 
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/reports-and-pubs/files/2021-22-
discussion-paper.pdf [01 November 2021].

Malaysia, which had offered initial protection to Rohingya 
refugees who arrived by boat on the condition that they 
would be resettled. Australia refused to assist for fear of set-
ting a precedent that would attract further arrivals by boat.

In the recent past, there is one clear outlier to a declining 
number of places for resettlement and humanitarian admis-
sion: in 2015, the Abbott government announced that it 
would resettle 12,000 Syrians in addition to existing targets 
under the resettlement and humanitarian admission pro-
gramme that year. This is widely attributed to public sympa-
thy for and intra-government reaction to the death of Alan 
Kurdi in September 2015. The announcement by then-For-
eign Minister Bishop came after several high-level politicians 
had demanded that Australia increase the number of its re-
settlement places. Meanwhile, the Syrian example also 
shows that a cumbersome admission process can impose 
limits on the scope of ad-hoc growth: given the checks on 
identity, health, character, and security, Australia initially on-
ly managed to resettle about half the number of Syrians it 
had planned to admit.

Finally, in the current discussions on humanitarian admission 
of Afghans, some observers believe that further announce-
ments of additional admissions will occur, given growing 
public support and ongoing advocacy on the part of 
individuals and non-traditional actors – particularly 
those associated with the Australian armed forces. 

PROSPECTS FOR COMMITTING TO 
HIGHER NUMBERS AND INCREASED 
INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION

Resettlement and humanitarian admission 
could increase moderately under the condition 
that the beneficiaries come from certain  
countries of origin, receive private sponsorship, 
or settle outside metropolitan areas.   

A government that opts for positive rhetoric on the benefits 
refugees can offer to Australian communities, to the host 
country in general, and to their countries of origin may well 
moderately increase the size of the resettlement and hu-
manitarian programmes. As this issue currently lacks a polit-

Figure 3: Number of Permanent Protection Visa (PPV) – onshore
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ical champion, and since the government has committed to 
a ceiling, there is only modest potential to increase numbers. 
Several possible avenues stand out: First, the country could 
build on the momentum around the admission of Afghans, 
given Australia’s military presence in and therefore its re-
sponsibility to the people of Afghanistan, and its local part-
ners in particular. Second, the government could promote 
community sponsorship in addition to, rather than at the ex-
pense of a humanitarian and resettlement programme that 
ought to focus primarily on vulnerability. Finally, a 2019 gov-
ernment review of the resettlement policy recommended 
that the government explore “regional settlement” – that is, 
reducing admission to metropolitan areas (in which 70 per 
cent of refugees have settled) and instead focussing on are-
as in which suitable labour is in demand. The government is 
already committed to such regional settlement, so it could 
combine this with efforts to increase resettlement in order 
to maximise public acceptance. 

As for international cooperation, Australia is likely to empha-
sise its independence in all areas related to migration, but it 
may well contribute to international efforts to increase re-
settlement and humanitarian admission in other countries, 
given its current track record on capacity building as well as 
its involvement in the Annual Tripartite Consultations on Re-
settlement.
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TRENDS IN REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT AND 
HUMANITARIAN ADMISSION

Resettlement and humanitarian admission is 
enjoying slow but steady growth, propelled by 
the Private Sponsorship Program in particular. 

Canada is a pioneering resettlement country due to its long 
history of resettlement, sophisticated programmes, and rela-
tively high absolute admission numbers. In recent decades, all 
three of its resettlement streams grew steadily before shrink-
ing during the COVID-19 pandemic. These three streams con-
sist of (1) government-assisted refugees referred by UNHCR 
and supported by the government; (2) privately sponsored 
refugees nominated and supported by individuals, groups, or 
organisations; and (3) the mixed approach of the “blended vi-
sa office-referred” programme, in which refugees are re-
ferred by UNHCR and also privately sponsored. If we count 
these three streams, which Canada defines as humanitarian 
resettlement, then Canada is among the top countries world-
wide in terms of accepting resettled refugees.

The country’s versatile approach enables a broad 
range of actors to be involved. In 2019, only one-quar-
ter of those resettled (7,638 people) were referred by UN-
HCR as government-assisted refugees. Instead, most of the 
refugees who arrived in Canada did so under private spon-
sorship, with no UNHCR referral, and Canada pledged to 
continue its engagement and to promote this approach in-
ternationally. The private sponsorship programme’s signifi-

cance for resettlement in the country is unique and inter-
nationally recognised.

The government regularly and openly communicates 
the reasoning behind its programmes, especially when 
it comes to compassion for people in need. Following 
the events in Afghanistan, the government announced a spe-
cial humanitarian programme to resettle particularly vulnera-
ble Afghans, which corresponds to its resettlement streams. 

All resettled refugees immediately receive permanent residen-
cy, and consequently a work permit and the prospect of ap-
plying for citizenship. Experts consider the necessary vetting 
processes prior to a person’s resettlement lengthy but some-
what flexible. Resettlement officers can spend more time on 
and prioritise more complex cases over those that are more 
routine. The duration of the process depends on the refugee’s 
emergency scale status: the “normal” process takes about 
one year from submission to departure, while emergency cas-
es for refugees in imminent danger can be processed within 
a few days. In an important achievement that contributes to 
increased flexibility, Canada has recently introduced case 
management software which allows case managers and em-
bassy staff all over the world to access and work on adminis-
trative files for resettlement applications, among other things. 
Through the digitisation of documents and processes, 
Canada aims to simplify and accelerate these processes 

25	 UNHCR. 2018. Resettlement Handbook – Country Chapter  
Canada. Available: https://www.unhcr.org/3c5e55594.pdf  
[01 November 2021].

26	 Ibid.
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by avoiding long waiting times and increasing flexibil-
ity. While there are no specific sub-quotas, refugees with ex-
tensive medical needs may not make up more than 5 per cent 
of the total number of refugees Canada resettles. Moreover, 
apart from family reunification admissions, unaccompanied 
children cannot participate in resettlement procedures.

27	 Government of Canada. N.d. Monthly IRCC Updates. Available: 
https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/f7e5498e-0ad8-4417-85c9-
9b8aff9b9eda; UNHCR. 2021. Resettlement data. Available: https://
www.unhcr.org/resettlement-data.html [01 November 2021].

28	 Ibid.

REASONS FOR CANADA’S LEVEL  
OF ENGAGEMENT ON RESETTLEMENT 
AND HUMANITARIAN ADMISSION 

Bipartisan government and public support  
as well as successful precedents contribute 
to consistently high numbers. 

Canada’s immigration programmes have included refugee 
resettlement since 1978. As early as 1979, Canada resettled 
more than 70,000 refugees from Vietnam. Today the coun-
try still thrives on the narrative that refugees are seen as as-

Figure 4: Annual Average Share of Resettled Refugees (UNHCR departures 
and all resettlement streams) to Overall Population
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Figure 5: Resettled Refugees to Canada
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sets, not as “needy” people. Immigration and “multicultur-
alism,” enshrined in the 1985 Canadian Multiculturalism Act, 
are part of Canada’s self-image as a state. Given its geo-
graphic location, the country can exercise a high level of 
control over access, which allows for a balance of different 
migration streams, including economic migration (for which 
targets are considerably higher) and resettlement. Since Jus-
tin Trudeau’s electoral promise in 2015, refugees and migra-
tion policy more broadly have become part of the liberal 
brand, adding partisan interests to the debate. However, 
these themes played no role in the 2021 electoral campaign.

From the earliest days of resettlement, Canada has facilitat-
ed privately sponsored refugees. The private sponsor-
ship programme is well known in Canada, and public 
support for it is high. Research confirms successful inte-
gration outcomes for privately sponsored refugees in their 
host communities and in Canada more generally. Often-
times privately sponsored refugees are nominated by fami-
ly members who previously took part in the programme.

In recent years, two events significantly influenced the num-
ber of resettlement places available in the different streams: 
First, with the escalating crisis in Syria, and more specifically 
the death of Alan Kurdi (whose family was partly in Canada 
and had unsuccessfully nominated him for the private spon-
sorship programme), resettlement became a decisive topic in 

the 2015 electoral campaign. Justin Trudeau was elected af-
ter promising to resettle 25,000 Syrian refugees in 2015–
2016. While Canada’s lead resettlement agency Immigration, 
Refugees and Citizenship Canada was sceptical with regard 
to available capacity, this number was achieved with civil so-
ciety support. The second influential factor was the Trump 
administration’s refugee policies: as the US largely disap-
peared as a resettlement country, the Canadian population 
felt a sense of urgency to offer more spaces via the private 
sponsorship programme. At the same time, the govern-
ment-sponsored programme showed less of an inclination to 
fill the gap in global resettlement numbers created by the US 
and in fact reduced the high admission numbers it had 
achieved during the spike corresponding to the crisis in Syria.

Alongside the federal approach, the province of Québec 
follows its own regulations and takes responsibility for the 
selection process. Admissions to Québec are counted in the 
national statistics. On average (2015–2019), the province 
resettles almost 19.9 per cent* of the country’s resettled 

*	 Canadian Government. N. d. Monthly IRCC Updates. Available: 
https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/f7e5498e-0ad8-4417-85c9-
9b8aff9b9eda [01 Juli 2021].

29	 UNHCR. N. d. Resettlement Data Finder. Availability: https://www.
unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/?url=a61lXU [01 November 
2021]

Figure 6: Number of Asylum Applications (all application types and stages of 
procedure) According to UNHCR Increased Before the COVID-19 Pandemic
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refugees (representing 22.7 per cent of the Canadian pop-
ulation). Québec is generally more hesitant to increase 
resettlement numbers, arguing that most irregular 
arrivals occur on its border with the US. Disagreements 
over resettlement between the federal government and 
Québec are associated with the “more porous” border and 
the fact that Québec receives more refugees via other pro-
grammes, which it uses as a reason to reduce or keep reset-
tlement numbers at the current level. Moreover, as a reac-
tion to the increase in asylum applications associated with 
border crossings under the Trump administration (from 
2015 to 2019, refugee application numbers more than tri-
pled), the Canadian government accepted only half of the 
refugees who crossed the US border, basing this decision 
on the 2004 Safe Third Country Agreement (STCA) be-
tween the two countries. This agreement serves as a legal 
basis for banning refugees (apart from a few exceptions for 
family reunification and unaccompanied minors) from 
crossing the Canadian–US border to seek protection.

Regarding resettlement, public opinion on the na-
tional level has consistently been positive and open, 
and hardly any federal party has argued against it in 
recent decades. No party with an anti-immigrant position 
would be successful in an election. All the political parties 
have agreed to resettlement as a tool, debating how best to 
apply it rather than whether to apply it at all. Most of the 
critical voices do not base their arguments on racist, an-
ti-Muslim, or fear of terrorism narratives, but rather on con-
cerns about funding. However, this does not represent the 
majority opinion.

PROSPECTS FOR COMMITTING TO 
HIGHER NUMBERS AND INCREASED 
INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION

There are prospects for moderate growth  
in admission numbers, and Canada is likely  
to remain an active advocate for private  
sponsorship programmes. 

Given that Canada reconfirmed the Liberal Party’s leader-
ship under Justin Trudeau and that it pins great hopes on 
more stability in the US following the change in government, 
Canadian policies on government-sponsored programmes 
are likely to remain unchanged over the next few years. A 
conservative government might have initiated more discus-
sions about privatising an even larger share of Canada’s re-
settlement programmes, but it would not have called the 
number of places into question. Despite receiving an in-
creased share of the popular vote, none of the candidates 
for the recently founded anti-immigration party (People’s 
Party of Canada) were elected to parliament. 

Given the positive political environment, the prospects for 
increasing admission numbers are positive. A recent study 
by the Environics Institute for Survey Research and Refugee 
613 concluded that about four million Canadians are open 
to participating in the private sponsorship programme, 

mostly because they feel the “desire to help people in 
need.” After the Taliban took over Kabul, Trudeau pledged 
to expand Canada’s resettlement programme and accom-
modate 20,000 Afghans (this number was later raised to 
40,000) who would be forced to flee over the coming 
months and years. These places will be part of existing re-
settlement streams, including government and private 
sponsorship streams, which should also be used to accom-
modate particularly vulnerable groups and individuals from 
Afghanistan. 

On the international level, Canada is likely to continue play-
ing an active role. The current government is heavily in-
volved in international networks such as the Annual Tripar-
tite Consultations on Resettlement (ATCR), which it chaired 
in 2020. In particular, it will continue to coordinate and ex-
change knowledge on private sponsorship programmes, in-
cluding advantages and lessons learned. Canada already us-
es its experience to promote more cooperation around pri-
vate and community sponsorship for resettlement, benefit-
ting from its nimbus as a pioneer. For example, Canada took 
a leading role in international coordination by launching the 
Global Refugee Sponsorship Initiative (which aims to broad-
en the scope of resettlement programmes internationally) 
together with UNHCR and various civil society organisations 
in 2016.
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TRENDS IN REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT AND 
HUMANITARIAN ADMISSION

The number of ad-hoc admission programmes  
has increased significantly since 2015, topping  
up the country’s small permanent resettlement 
programme. 

France’s resettlement system is characterised by several scat-
tered programmes which run over one or two years and feed 
into biennal admission pledges� France began to scale up its 
admissions in 2015, with biennal commitments to resettle 
approximately 10,000 refugees over two years (2016–2017, 
2018–2019, and 2020–2021, although the numbers for the 
latter period were halved due to the impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic) through various streams and programmes, most 
of which are coordinated under the EU resettlement frame-
work� The numerical commitments are distributed across dif-
ferent programmes, and the majority of places (7,000) is in-
tended for Syrian refugees in specific countries of first asylum, 
while 3,000 places are intended for sub-Saharan refugees, in-
cluding evacuees from Libya� Concrete numbers on which 
programmes count as resettlement and which are humani-
tarian admission programmes differ when we compare the 
UNHCR database to that of the French Interior Ministry�

These different programmes are organised under two main 
tracks intended to fulfil France’s commitment� First, the an-

nual permanent resettlement programme was launched in 
2008 with a commitment to admit 100 cases (not individu-
als) based on UNHCR dossier submissions. This programme 
admits 150 to 200 individuals per year and has no set geo-
graphic focus.

Second, since 2015 the French government has committed 
to admitting refugees in several stand-alone, shorter-term 
“ad-hoc resettlement programmes” which are only for indi-
viduals referred by UNHCR who come from certain countries 
of origin and are resettled from certain countries of first asy-
lum. Within these programmes, some refugees are resettled 
via the EU resettlement scheme (for example, between July 
2015 and July 2017, France committed to resettle 2,375 Syr-
ians from Lebanon and Jordan), while others are “special 
operations” (for example, France accommodated 3,000 ref-
ugees from sub-Saharan countries who were resettled from 
Chad and Niger in 2017–2019). Additionally, France aimed 
to resettle 6,000 Syrian refugees from Turkey as part of the 
2016 EU–Turkey deal, and in the same year, France made a 

30	 Ministère de l’intérieur. 2021. S’engager pour l’accueil des réfugiés 
réinstallés. Available: https://www.immigration.interieur.gouv.fr/
content/download/102770/810993/file/REM_Rapport-de-syn-
these_Reinstallation.pdf; Réseau européen des migrations. 20216. 
Programme de réinstallation et d’admission humanitaire en Europe –
qu’est-ce qui fonctionne? Available: https://www.immigration.inter-
ieur.gouv.fr/content/download/126428/1010895/file/Plaquette_Rein-
stallation_fev2021_format_pageapage.pdf [01 November 2021].

Figure 7: Bieennal Commitments for Resettlement
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Source: Ministère de l’intérieu (2021)30
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https://www.immigration.interieur.gouv.fr/content/download/126428/1010895/file/Plaquette_Reinstallation_fev2021_format_pageapage.pdf
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bilateral agreement with Lebanon to create a humanitarian 
corridor for 2,000 individuals.

Over the past two years, France has begun to expand 
its narrow procedures, making submission through 
UNHCR somewhat more flexible. While France still con-
centrates on very few countries and prioritises selection via 
missions, additional first asylum countries were added 
(namely Chad, Rwanda, Cameroon, and Ethiopia), and the 
government aims to enable selection via videoconference.
Additionally, since 2014 France has run a private sponsor-
ship programme for refugees from Iraq. This programme 
was subsequently also opened to Syrians, and over 4,000 in-
dividuals received a humanitarian visa in 2016. The pro-
gramme seems to be ongoing but does not adhere to an an-
nual quota. Another private sponsorship programme for 
500 Syrians or Iraqis from Lebanon has been run by five 
faith-based French NGOs since 2017.

REASONS FOR FRANCE’S LEVEL  
OF ENGAGEMENT ON RESETTLEMENT 
AND HUMANITARIAN ADMISSION 

Asylum in general is under pressure amidst  
a divisive domestic policy environment, and 
the government is prioritising the reduction 
of irregular migration.

Migration has become a divisive political topic and a de-
cisive distinguishing factor in recent elections. Migra-
tion and asylum regulations will again play a major role in the 
upcoming elections in 2022, and policies are likely to be af-
fected by the outcome of these elections. However, resettle-
ment remains a rather minor subject, less well known and not 
often debated. There are no obvious numbers linking political 
orientation to advocacy for more or less resettlement.

With its ad-hoc humanitarian admission programmes that 
are limited according to country of origin, France also prior-
itises specific countries of first asylum. As in other countries, 
one of the considerations at play when it comes to taking 
part in resettlement has also been a quest to deter irreg-
ular movement. In this context, President Macron under-
scored France’s ambition to engage strongly on the EU level 
regarding the current crisis in Afghanistan: he advocated for 
a joint initiative to prevent irregular migration and to pro-
mote cooperation with host countries such as Pakistan, Iran, 
and Turkey. With regard to resettlement, the French govern-
ment has not made a public announcement, but it did evac-
uate 2,800 individuals in August 2021.

In France, the bulk of integration support is offered by 
an active network of non-governmental organisa-
tions. The number of different organisations in-
volved has increased since 2015 in response to rising 
needs. The view that quality should not come at the ex-
pense of quantity is widespread among the organisations 
involved in integration programmes. As France’s resettle-
ment and humanitarian admission programmes are becom-

ing more complex, civil society is grappling with the proce-
dures and regulations of different admission schemes. Civil 
society organizations are thus rather hesitant in calling for 
increased numbers. Moreover, NGOs deplore the fact that 
significant delays can occur in clarifying refugees’ legal sta-
tus post-admission: apart from the few refugees resettled 
via the permanent programme, entry visas for all the other 
resettled refugees do not include work permits or other al-
lowances while an application for refugee status or subsid-
iary protection is still pending. Finally, a high number of re-
settlements could not be pursued during the pandemic due 
to France’s reliance on selection via missions in first asylum 
countries. 

PROSPECTS FOR COMMITTING TO 
HIGHER NUMBERS AND INCREASED 
INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION

Resettlement and humanitarian admission 
would be at risk under an extreme right- 
wing government. If centrist parties prevail, 
France is unlikely to emerge as a leader in  
resettlement and humanitarian admission,  
but it may moderately increase its numbers  
if there were momentum on the EU level,  
with Germany taking the lead.  

Ahead of the 2022 presidential elections, the prospect for 
change in resettlement ambitions is limited. In the short 
term, an increase in numbers and partnerships with strong-
er commitments than those already existent is unlikely. 
NGOs deplore the lack of perspective for the coming years. 
Since there is no legal basis for resettlement, programmes 
could be terminated without a parliamentary order. With 
the extreme right emerging as a runner-up in the 
polls, the upcoming elections put resettlement and 
humanitarian admission at risk, given the lack of 
cross-partisan support. The permanent programme is 
likely to remain active regardless of the outcome of the 
2022 presidential elections. The majority of refugees, how-
ever, would probably continue to be admitted via humani-
tarian admission programmes, which are more prone to be 
cut as they are not linked to long-term, established agree-
ments. If the current government remains in power, then 
France might continue in the same direction as the current 
trend, slowly expanding its procedures to a limited extent 
and allowing for more flexible admissions from more coun-
tries. Given France’s high degree of coordination with Ger-
many and alignment with European Commission priorities 
at the moment, this outcome would be more likely if there 
were joint European momentum, with Germany taking a 
leading role. 
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TRENDS IN REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT AND 
HUMANITARIAN ADMISSION

Resettlement and humanitarian admission 
are steadily becoming established tools of  
Germany’s asylum policy.

Over the past 10 years, a dynamic trend has been developing 
in Germany: resettlement and humanitarian admission are 
steadily becoming established tools of Germany’s asylum 
policy. Although (West) Germany has had a history of ad-hoc 
humanitarian admission programmes since the 1950s, more 
recently a variety of permanent programmes on both reset-
tlement and humanitarian admission have been put in place. 
This trend has been marked by several milestones. An ad-hoc 
humanitarian admission programme for 2,500 Iraqis in 
2009/2010, in response to the war in Iraq, has paved the way 
for a small resettlement pilot in 2012, and a permanent reset-
tlement programme since 2015. The size of this program, de-
termined yearly by the interior ministers of the federated 
states (Länder), has grown to 1600. The number of refugees 
resettled since 2012 has risen to 5,871 people. This trend 
was accelerated by the crisis in Syria: Germany’s three hu-

manitarian admission programmes for Syrians are more im-
portant numerically than the resettlement programme and 
have led to the admission of 20,000 individuals from Syria 
and its neighbouring countries, as well as Libya and Egypt 
(2013–2016)� Humanitarian admission programmes for Syri-
ans in Turkey in pursuance of the March 2016 agreement 
between the EU and Turkey (the 1:1 scheme) have led to the 
humanitarian admission of more than 18,000 Syrian natio- 
nals by Germany (2016–2021)� 

Since 2013, an admission scheme for at-risk Afghans who 
were contracted by the German armed forces or German 
development institutions has been in place� Most recently, 

31	 Deutscher Bundestag. 2019. Antwort der Bundesregierung auf die 
Kleine Anfrage zu Familiennachzug zu Flüchtlingen bis Mitte 2019 
und diesbezügliche Prognosen, Drucksache 19/14640. Available: 
https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/19/146/1914640.pdf; Krause, Si-
grun et al. 2021. Zerrissene Familien – Praxisbericht und Rechts-
gutachten zum Familiennachzug zu subsidiär Schutzberechtigten. 
Available: https://www.proasyl.de/wp-content/uploads/PRO-ASYL_
JUMEN_Gutachten_Familiennachzug_subSchutz_03-2021.pdf; Pro 
Asyl. 2021. Daten, Fakten und Hintergründe zum Familiennachzug. 
Available: https://www.proasyl.de/wp-content/uploads/06_02_end_
Faktenblatt-Familiennachzug-konvertiert.pdf [01 November 2021].

Figure 8: Number of Granted Visas for Family Reunifications 
(complementary to resettlement and humanitarian admission)

*  Germany’s Federal Foreign Office has only recently begun to distinguish between different residency titles
of applicants for family reunification.
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Germany announced the evacuation of an additional 
2,600 Afghans and their families who are considered at-
risk due to their public political profiles and past activities. 
Moreover, approx. 4.000 to 5.000 local staff at risk (plus 
their family members) will be admitted on the same legal 
basis.32

In addition to federal-level humanitarian admission and re-
settlement, almost all the federated states have created in-
dependent humanitarian admission programmes for Syri-
ans with family ties to Germany, which have led Germany 
to issue more than 25,000 visas. These private sponsorship 
programmes require approval from the Federal Ministry of 
the Interior and a declaration of commitment with compre-
hensive financial obligations has to be signed by the spon-
sors. On the federal level, community sponsorship still 

32	 BAMF, via Statista. 2021. Asylanträge in Deutschland bis 2021.  
Available: https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/154286/um-
frage/asylantraegeerstantraege-in-deutschland-seit-1995/; Caritas 
Deutschland. N.d. Resettlement.de. Available: https://resettlement.
de/aktuelle-aufnahmen/; Deutscher Bundestag. 2020. Antwort der 
Bundesregierung auf die Kleine Anfrage der Abgeordneten Ulrich 
Lechte, Alexander Graf Lambsdorff, Grigorios Aggelidis, weiterer 
Abgeordneter und der Fraktion der FDP (Drucksache 19/19808), 
Drucksache 19/20694. Available: https://dserver.bundestag.de/
btd/19/206/1920694.pdf [01 November 2021].

plays a minor role: In 2019, the federal government started 
a pilot community sponsorship programme called “NesT – 
New Start in a Team” for 500 individuals.

REASONS FOR GERMANY’S LEVEL  
OF ENGAGEMENT ON RESETTLEMENT 
AND HUMANITARIAN ADMISSION 

Political support for resettlement and  
humanitarian admission are high, particularly 
when common EU responses are in place  
and when these tools support wider foreign 
policy goals on steering migration.

Political factors are the primary explanation for the 
level and priorities of current resettlement and humanitar-
ian admission. Despite high numbers of asylum seekers 
arriving spontaneously in the past, in principle resettle-
ment and humanitarian admission are tools with 
cross-partisan support in the German political land-
scape (with the exception of the extreme right-wing AfD 
party). In the electoral cycle (2017–2021), members of 
government have regularly hinted at the fact that resettle-
ment is part of the four-year coalition agreement. Posi-
tions of political parties and line ministries have been 

Figure 9: Number of Asylum Applications, Resettlement and Humanitarian 
Admission Programmes
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more nuanced. The Left, Social Democratic, and Green 
parties have been the most vocal on increasing resettle-
ment and humanitarian admission at the federal level. The 
conservative-led government position has emphasised Eu-
ropean coordination and consistency among the federat-
ed states, even at the expense of greater engagement on 
resettlement and humanitarian admission. In the autumn 
of 2021, for example, the Ministry of the Interior refused 
to grant approval for a private sponsorship programme for 
Afghans, given that there was no common approach at 
the time among the federated states and EU member 
countries.

Past examples show that Germany uses its own resettle-
ment and humanitarian admission programmes as 
leverage to push for joint European efforts. For exam-
ple, Germany strongly promoted the European Council’s 
conclusions on Iraqi resettlement in 2008, including making 
substantive commitments of its own. Likewise, Germany has 
heavily invested in resettlement under the common 1:1 
scheme agreed between EU member states and Turkey, 
contributing roughly one-third of the entire number of re-
settlement places offered.

The federal government generally underlines the humani-
tarian character of both resettlement and humanitarian 
admission, referring to these tools as instruments for the 
development of international refugee protection and of 
responsibility sharing or support for heavily affected 
countries. However, admission directives also regularly 
mention more general foreign policy objectives in rela-
tion to country selection criteria, although these objec-
tives are not spelt out. Following the sudden, extreme in-
crease of “spontaneous” arrivals in 2015/2016, the gov-
ernment’s primary goal has been to gain control – in 
Merkel’s words, to “steer” migration and to “put it in or-
der.”33 In the case of resettlement from Niger (600 
places in support of UNHCR’s Emergency Transit Mecha-
nism from Libya), the key factor in Germany’s initial 
support was Niger’s efforts to stem irregular migra-
tion towards Libya. Similar considerations were at play 
with respect to the 1:1 scheme and resettlement from 
Turkey, along with considerations of how to support host 
governments in maintaining favourable conditions for ref-
ugees. What is more, migration flows have further main-
streamed the argument that supporting African and Mid-
dle Eastern countries in crisis is in Germany’s self-interest, 
and the government has led efforts to formulate a more 
coherent policy response to root causes. In both the Nige-
rien and the Turkish examples, the Federal Chancel-
lery’s leadership was a decisive factor in offering reset-
tlement, with places announced during high-level talks 
between Chancellor Merkel and her Nigerien and Turkish 
counterparts, respectively. 

33	 Jochen Gaugele; Jörg Quoos. 2017. Merkel will einheitliche Regeln 
für Asylbewerber in der EU. Available: https://www.morgenpost.de/
politik/article211938489/Merkel-will-Grenzkontrollen-auf-unbestim-
mte-Zeit-verlaengern.html [15 October 2021].

Civil society advocacy, its coordination with governmen-
tal resettlement stakeholders, and its capacity to support 
people arriving in Germany appears to have played a role in 
the initial creation of a permanent resettlement programme, 
as well as in retaining the general humanitarian and vulner-
ability-focused character of resettlement and humanitarian 
admission. 

Beyond these political factors, staff capacity within gov-
ernmental stakeholders’ offices (the Federal Asylum 
Agency and the Foreign Office) and among communal 
service providers is a bottleneck for resettlement and hu-
manitarian admission. In the short term, high numbers of 

“spontaneous” arrivals, a variety of admission schemes, and 
complementary pathways with regard to family reunifica-
tion mean that resettlement and humanitarian admission 
can only be scaled up modestly. Practical considerations 
with regard to the feasibility of selection missions, security 
checks, and consular staff capacity (to issue visas) likewise 
play a role.

PROSPECTS FOR COMMITTING TO 
HIGHER NUMBERS AND INCREASED 
INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION

There is potential for a modest increase in  
resettlement numbers as well as more political 
investment in coordinating frameworks.

After parliament election in September 2021, coalition 
talks are ongoing at this time of writing. No agreement on 
the contours of a future asylum policy have been reached. 
In a potential Social Democratic-led government in which 
the Green and the Liberal parties participate, resettlement 
and (to a more limited extent) humanitarian admission will 
not be overly controversial. To what extent the federal 
government would support higher admission numbers, 
however, is less clear. Given admission numbers are coor-
dinated with the governments of the federated states, 
which remain in office, some continuity is likely. However, 
a new federal government may well be more open to hu-
manitarian admission programs at the level of the federat-
ed states. 

In respect of international cooperation, meanwhile, higher 
international numbers and a more coordinated response 
would fall squarely in line with the government’s policy ob-
jectives. Even now, Germany’s policy is tightly coordinated 
with the EU and UNHCR. For federal-level programmes, 
the Ministry of the Interior usually issues a directive once 
per year, specifying the number of admissions as well as 
the countries of first asylum and eligible nationalities. In 
doing so, the government follows the priorities identified 
by the European Commission on the EU level and coordi-
nates with the French government. Government stake-
holders also exchange information and closely coordinate 
with UNHCR on priority countries and nationalities. Wheth-
er Germany will be ready to invest political capital in pro-
moting these instruments to other resettlement countries, 

https://www.morgenpost.de/politik/article211938489/Merkel-will-Grenzkontrollen-auf-unbestimmte-Zeit-verlaengern.html
https://www.morgenpost.de/politik/article211938489/Merkel-will-Grenzkontrollen-auf-unbestimmte-Zeit-verlaengern.html
https://www.morgenpost.de/politik/article211938489/Merkel-will-Grenzkontrollen-auf-unbestimmte-Zeit-verlaengern.html
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remains to be seen. In 2015, the Foreign Office considered 
sounding out the potential among key partners for a more 
formalised international resettlement alliance on behalf of 
Syrians, but it ultimately rejected the idea. Given its invest-
ment in common EU responses, a realistic political scenar-
io for Germany in the next few years would be to invest 
more heavily in the adoption of the EU resettlement frame-
work.



31

COUNTRY BRIEF: SWEDEN

TRENDS IN REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT AND 
HUMANITARIAN ADMISSION

Sweden maintains a well-established,  
permanent programme of UNHCR-referred  
resettlement at a relatively stable size. 

Sweden’s current resettlement programme has been ongo-
ing since 1950. The country is generally considered a cham-
pion of resettlement given its relatively high admission 
numbers, especially compared to its population size. In 
2015, in response to the increasing number of asylum seek-
ers in Europe, Sweden significantly increased its quota, 
which had been stagnant at 2,000 individuals for a long 
time. Since 2018, the quota has been set at 5,000 individu-
als per year. With the 2005 Aliens Act, the Swedish Migra-
tion Agency, the Public Employment Service, and the Coun-
ty Administrative Boards established a distribution quota for 
each of Sweden’s 21 counties. Since 2016, when new legis-
lation was passed, municipalities can no longer refuse to 
take in refugees.

Almost all of Sweden’s active admission is UNHCR-referred 
resettlement. In 2021 the government evacuated 700 refu-
gees directly from Afghanistan, their country of origin, as 
an exception and on top of the standard resettlement quo-
ta. This reaction, however, might not necessarily be replicat-

ed for other situations of armed conflict, as Sweden was 
more closely linked to Afghanistan and had already accom-
modated a relatively high number of Afghan refugees. 
Moreover, Prime Minister Stefan Löfven declared that Swe-
den would not host as many asylum seekers from Afghani-
stan as it had from Syria in 2015, although some municipal-
ities had explicitly agreed to accommodate additional Af-
ghan refugees.

Sweden allows several hundred emergency and urgent 
cases to be transferred via the Priority Global Quota for Re-
settlement, a programme for un-earmarked UNHCR refer-
rals (600 of 5,000 quota places in 2019, as well as at least 
700 Afghans evacuated in 2021). Thus far, it is the largest 
programme of its kind with no geographic or tempo-
ral restrictions, and it allows UNHCR a relatively high 
degree of flexibility. If these places are not needed for 
emergencies, then Sweden cooperates with UNHCR to fill 
them in different ways. Sweden has no other sub-quotas, 
but the majority of places are earmarked for specific num-
bers of people from certain countries or regions of origin. 
Most resettled refugees receive a permanent residence 
permit before they arrive.

34	 UNHCR. 2018. Resettlement Handbook – Country Chapter Sweden. 
Available: https://www.unhcr.org/3c5e5a219.pdf [01 November 2021].

35	 Swedish Migration Agency. 2021. The Swedish resettlement pro-
gramme. Available: https://www.migrationsverket.se/English/About-
the-Migration-Agency/Our-mission/The-Swedish-resettlement-pro-
gramme.html [01 November 2021].

36	 UNHCR. 2021. Resettlement Data. Available: https://www.unhcr.org/
resettlement-data.html [01 November 2021].
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The duration of the procedure from UNHCR submission to 
actual arrival varies according to the refugee’s first asylum 
country and their country of origin, and it usually takes 
about two years. Apart from screening by the Security Po-
lice, no other assessments are required in the clearing pro-
cess. In selecting refugees for resettlement, Sweden 
not only decides on individuals during in-person se-
lection missions to the country of first asylum, but 
also makes use of dossier applications based on doc-
uments provided by UNHCR, which allows for more 
speed and flexibility. In very exceptional cases, Swedish 
embassies or diplomatic missions can also submit a case 
without involving UNHCR. There are no private pro-
grammes in Sweden; if companies aim to employ resettled 
refugees with specific labour skills, they collaborate with 
UNHCR and the government on an ad-hoc basis.

Civil society does not play a major role in official reset-
tlement procedures because the general understanding is 
that this is part of the government’s responsibility in a social 
welfare system with a well-established resettlement pro-
gramme. Municipalities take care of integration processes 
and are sometimes hesitant about handing over responsibili-
ties to engaged civil society actors – among other considera-
tions, they want to avoid inconsistencies in their approach.

REASONS FOR SWEDEN’S LEVEL  
OF ENGAGEMENT ON RESETTLEMENT 
AND HUMANITARIAN ADMISSION

Traditionally an advocate for more  
resettlement, the Swedish government  
has become more cautious amidst a  
political environment in which migration  
has become more controversial since 2015.

Buy-in on the resettlement programme is generally 
high among all government actors, and the Swedish 

government has traditionally promoted resettlement as a 
means to offer protection and to share responsibility. How-
ever, the government is becoming more reluctant to advo-
cate for increasing admission numbers. This coincides with 
a generally more ambiguous asylum policy in Sweden after 
high numbers of “spontaneous” arrivals influenced public 
opinion, with more people becoming sceptical of a liberal 
asylum policy.

The social democratic government (in power since 2014) has 
not called into question the approach or the increased quo-
ta, given that the number of resettled refugees always re-
mained below that of other asylum applications. The govern-
ment underlines the narrative that resettlement is a predict-
able and orderly approach, offering protection to those who 
would otherwise not receive it and sharing responsibility 
globally. But there is no momentum or immediate political 
will in Sweden to further increase the quota if other Europe-
an countries do not do so. The government is also hesitant to 
clearly distinguish itself on issues of migration and admitting 
asylum seekers, in order to avoid public backlash and to al-
low for compromise. The increase in admission numbers in 
recent years is seen as a counterbalancing measure to send a 
positive signal to voters in favour of migration, given that the 
government simultaneously introduced stricter measures to 
reduce the number of asylum seekers arriving spontaneous-
ly. The recent reaction to the situation in Afghanistan 
(resettling refugees as emergency cases while immediately 
communicating that the events of 2015 would not be re-
peated) illustrated the Swedish government’s reluc-
tance to further reinforce their pioneering role in re-
settlement, not least to avoid public backlash.

Many municipalities, especially those in more remote areas, 
have publicly come forward and agreed to take in more 
refugees, not least to counterbalance the depopulation of 
rural areas. However, divergent voices in certain municipal-
ities – mainly larger cities – have expressed their concerns 
about lack of space and capacity, which might be one rea-
son why admission numbers have not increased even more. 
Given the legislation on distribution within the country, 
one concern is that the different needs of different munic-
ipalities cannot be adequately addressed.

The government’s willingness to achieve the targets 
set is fostered by some flexibility in its approach. For 
example, during the period in which travel restrictions were in 
force due to the COVID-19 pandemic, Sweden made use of 
the regulation which states that eligibility can be based solely 
on a dossier, rather than on in-person interviews in host 
countries. Despite the fact that the programme came to a 
complete standstill between April and July 2020, Sweden re-
settled 3,599 refugees in that year – almost 72 per cent of its 
quota. In addition, the remaining places were transferred to 
2021, with Sweden aiming to resettle 6,401 individuals this 
year. Counting the evacuation of Afghans as resettlement is 
another example of the flexibility in Sweden’s approach.

The rapid, significant growth of the resettlement pro-
gramme since 2015 demonstrates how quickly the govern-

The acceptance rate of 
UNHCR submissions was 
over 98% and over 92% in 
2018 and 2019 respectively

Sweden takes up to 900 
emergency cases (within 
the annual quota of 5,000 
people)

Sweden has been resettling 
refugees since 1950

Source: UNHCR (2021)36

Source: Swedish Migration Agency (2021)35

Source: UNHCR (2018)34
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ment can, when desired, scale up resettlement, including 
its funding, capacity building and personnel. Potential ad-
ministrative hurdles (such as a lack of language skills, slow 
information flow, or administrative necessities delaying the 
procedure) are not considered to have had an influence on 
the overall number of resettlement places.

PROSPECTS FOR COMMITTING TO 
HIGHER NUMBERS AND INCREASED 
INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION

Sweden will continue to engage actively  
in international cooperation, but growth  
prospects for resettlement and humanitarian 
admission will depend on other European 
countries’ commitments.   

Amidst a high level of resettlement and a strong perception 
that it is a frontrunner in resettlement, Sweden’s prospects 
for increased engagement will likely depend on common EU 
approaches and initiatives. Moreover, the EU level seems to 
be decisive for Sweden as a direct comparison when it 
comes to discussing international coordination regarding 
stronger commitments, such as increased quotas. Sweden 
has been actively engaged in many initiatives, sharing expe-
riences and lessons learned to scale functioning approaches 
and to motivate other states to become (more) active in re-
settlement, especially on the European level. For example, 
Sweden headed up the EU–FRANK project (2016–2020), in 
cooperation with European partners on a European level. 
This project led to research initiatives, multilateral exchange 
via trainings, and improved monitoring and evaluation, and 
more European countries became engaged in resettlement 
on a small scale. Nevertheless, the project did not lead to a 
Europe-wide breakthrough.

Sweden recognises the engagement of Canada and the US 
as non-European partners, but these countries are not seen 
as direct points of reference. Despite this, Sweden is likely 
to continue to engage and to cooperate with other resettle-
ment countries, and to stand ready to align with major mul-
tilateral initiatives, were they to come forward. As a 
long-standing actor, Sweden has participated in the Annu-
al Tripartite Consultations on Resettlement (ATCR) since 
these consultations were established in 1995 and also 
chaired the consultations as well as the Working Group on 
Resettlement in 2009–2010.37

Looking ahead with a view to knowledge exchange, Swe-
den could capitalise on its openness and engagement to ex-
change knowledge and inspiration on a multilateral level; for 
example, it could build on the EU–FRANK project. A new 
point of entry could be a network of actors active in integra-
tion processes, for example, by connecting municipalities in 
Sweden with NGOs involved in integration procedures in 

37	 UNHCR. 2019. The History of Resettlement: Celebrating 25 Years  
of the ATCR. Available: https://www.unhcr.org/5d1633657.pdf  
[01 November 2021].

other countries. Additionally, Sweden could increase its en-
gagement in actively supporting resettlement through its 
embassies – for example, by sharing capacities with other 
EU member states.

https://www.unhcr.org/5d1633657.pdf
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COUNTRY BRIEF: 
UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

TRENDS IN REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT AND 
HUMANITARIAN ADMISSION

With refugee admission drastically reduced  
under the Trump administration, the United 
States of America is struggling to reclaim its 
previous position as the world’s top resettle-
ment country. 

The USA has traditionally been the global frontrunner in reset-
tlement and humanitarian admission, with the highest abso-
lute number of resettled refugees worldwide. Beginning in 
2017, both global leadership in resettlement and the 
entire US resettlement system lost their bipartisan sup-
port and were dismantled by the Trump administration. 
Since 2017, the declared admission ceiling has continuously 
plummeted – from its historic average of almost 79,000 to a 
ceiling of 18,000 for the fiscal year 2020, the lowest number 
in the history of the US Refugee Admission Program. The 
COVID-19 pandemic further diminished a programme already 
weakened by drastic cuts. For example, in 2020, only 5,459 
individuals were resettled via UNHCR, which corresponds to 
8.6 per cent of those resettled by the US in 2016.

Shortly after taking office, the Biden administration high-
lighted the importance of resettlement. In February 2021, 
President Biden committed to admitting 62,500 refu-
gees in 2021 and 125,000 refugees in the fiscal year 
2022, which starts in October 2021. In the fiscal year 
2021, the government missed this goal by a significant num-
ber (only 11,411 refugees were admitted), and it is doubtful 
whether the USA can achieve its ambitious 2022 objective, 

given different actors’ needs when it comes to reconstitut-
ing the programme’s depleted infrastructure: over the past 
four years, many of the actors involved in admission and in-
tegration, including the accredited national resettlement 
agencies, had to lay off staff and close offices. This led to 
huge gaps in the admission pipeline as well as the loss of in-
stitutional knowledge.

The USA prioritises individuals in three categories: individuals 
referred by UNHCR as well as certain NGOs or embassies are 
in Priority Group One (P1); groups of special humanitarian 
concern and those who hold certain nationalities are Priority 
Two (P2); and family reunifications count as Priority Three 
(P3). The country also reserves specific admission places for 
certain countries, most importantly the Special Immigrant Vi-
sas (SIV) for Iraqi and Afghan citizens. Since 2017, by far the 
largest number of resettled refugees are originally from the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, followed by Myanmar. 

The duration from referral to arrival is estimated to be be-
tween one and three years, depending on the country of or-
igin and the country of first asylum, as well as on the state 
and resettlement office. The vetting process (which is by in-
terview only) is considered especially extensive and time 
consuming. The USA does not have an emergency proce-

38	 UNHCR. N.d. Resettlement Data. Available: https://www.unhcr.org/
resettlement-data.html [01 November 2021].

39	 Department of State. 2021. Summary of Refugee Admissions.  
Available: https://www.wrapsnet.org/documents/Refugee%20Ad-
missions%20Report%20as%20of%2030%20Sep%202021.xlsx  
[01 November 2021].

Between 2003 and August 2021, 
the USA resettled 60.3% of all 
UNHCR departures globally

The average admission 
of refugees between 
1975 and 2017 was 
78,865 individuals 
annually

Source: Department of State (2021)39
Source: UNHCR38

Between 2003 and August 2021, 
the USA resettled 60.3% of all 
UNHCR departures globally

The average admission 
of refugees between 
1975 and 2017 was 
78,865 individuals 
annually

Source: Department of State (2021)39
Source: UNHCR38

https://www.unhcr.org/resettlement-data.html
https://www.unhcr.org/resettlement-data.html
https://www.wrapsnet.org/documents/Refugee%20Admissions%20Report%20as%20of%2030%20Sep%202021.xlsx
https://www.wrapsnet.org/documents/Refugee%20Admissions%20Report%20as%20of%2030%20Sep%202021.xlsx
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dure for resettlement. Nevertheless, there is a (rather limit-
ed) capacity to accelerate the process and shorten it to four 
to six months.

NGOs play an important role in the entire cycle, including 
overseas processing. In 1980, Congress formalised the en-
gagement of many faith-based organisations, and some of 
them became one of the nine official “resettlement agen-
cies.” This multi-actor approach was hindered in the four 
years of the Trump administration given the funding short-
fall. In terms of complementary pathways, different types of 
public-private partnerships exist, as do various models of 
community-sponsorship programmes and responsibility 
sharing between the government and civil society actors – 
for example, universities and foundations offer scholarships 
for refugees. Upon arrival, public and private non-profit or-
ganisations can also provide sponsorship, reception, and 
placement services for 30–90 days. 

Recently, the situation in Afghanistan has drawn additional 
attention to resettlement. Public communication on 
showing compassion and support to welcome Afghan 
refugees has grown since the Taliban took control of 
Kabul. However, the differences between evacuation and 
resettlement remain blurry, as both public discourse and the 
administration refer to resettlement for “in-country refu-
gees” – those whose countries of origin include the former 
Soviet Union, Cuba, or Iraq. The USA evacuated over 
120,000 Afghans from Kabul, declaring that it would issue 
more SIVs and that certain Afghans could be considered P2 

if they were not eligible for an SIV. Moreover, the USA re-
quested that several countries – for example, Uganda – take 
in Afghan refugees before resettling them elsewhere. In Oc-
tober 2021, the government appointed a special envoy for 
Afghan resettlement and relocation.

REASONS FOR USA’S LEVEL  
OF ENGAGEMENT ON RESETTLEMENT  
AND HUMANITARIAN ADMISSION 

After decades of cross-partisan  
consensus, resettlement has fallen victim  
to anti-immigrant, partisan politics. 

General public and bipartisan support for resettlement has 
existed for decades. Among policymakers, more recent fric-
tion arose on the state rather than the federal level, or 
around the question of whether ceilings should be aspira-
tional (and not met in reality) or should realistically reflect 
the projected annual intake.  
Since the electoral period of 2015–2016, bipartisan sup-
port on the federal level has decreased. As in other coun-

40	 Refugee Processing Center. 2021. Refugee Admissions Report. Avail-
able: https://www.wrapsnet.org/documents/PRM%20Refugee%20
Admissions%20Report%20as%20of%2031%20Oct%202021.xlsx; 
Refugee Processing Center. 2021. Refugee Arrivals by State and Na-
tionality. Available: https://www.wrapsnet.org/documents/Ref-
ugee%20Arrivals%20by%20State%20and%20Nationality%20
as%20of%2031%20Oct%202021.pdf [01 November 2021].
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tries, the crisis in Syria was a pivotal moment. However, un-
like in Australia, Canada, and Europe, the plight of Syrians 
did not lead to more resettlement and humanitarian ad-
mission in the USA. Instead, President Trump used dis-
placement and the ascent of the “Islamic State” ter-
rorist militia to raise concerns about an increase in 
global terrorism, fuelling fear during the electoral 
campaign and making resettlement an electoral is-
sue for the first time. Despite high vetting standards, 
public willingness to support resettlement declined. Public 
opinion and actual numbers also depend on refugees’ 
countries of origin: resettlement from predominantly Mus-
lim countries in the Middle East, as well as from Latin 
America, remained significantly below the established ceil-
ings under the Trump administration.

The numbers are likely to increase significantly under the 
Biden administration, as the president promised during his 
electoral campaign. At the same time, public support for re-
settlement increases when people are faced with situations 
like that of Afghanistan in 2021, especially when it comes to 
refugees who have ties to the USA. This reflects similar 
trends in the past. Historically, both humanitarian and 
geostrategic concerns related to refugees’ countries 
of origin or asylum have driven resettlement pro-
grammes: an estimated 70–75 per cent of refugees are ad-
mitted from countries of origin where the US military is en-
gaged. Military leaders argue that supporting local popula-
tions through evacuation and resettlement in situations such 
as present-day Afghanistan is essential to maintaining the 
US’s credibility as a reliable partner and paving the way for 
future engagement.

While Biden has allocated resources to support re-
settlement, rebuilding structures, hiring staff, and 
reopening offices remains a logistical challenge. Staff 
numbers and financial resources must exceed prior levels 
under the Obama administration if the numbers are to in-
crease. Apart from imminent technical and procedural hur-
dles following the breakdown under the Trump administra-
tion, general issues have also arisen. Most prominently, a 
lack of overseas capacity and lengthy, complicated 
vetting procedures slow down resettlement processes 
considerably. At the same time, the multitude of pro-
grammes and pathways, such as permitting an “in-country 
resettlement” process for people from certain countries of 
origin allows for some flexibility.

PROSPECTS FOR COMMITTING TO 
HIGHER NUMBERS AND INCREASED 
INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION

The USA is already extensively engaged  
in existing international exchange forums on 
resettlement and humanitarian admission. 

The USA is the 2021–2022 chair of the Annual Tripartite 
Consultations on Resettlement (ATCR) and co-chair of the 
Priority Situations Core Group. It is invested in knowledge 

exchange on lessons learned, including how to better ex-
plain the humanitarian and strategic implications to the 
public and how to expand resettlement globally.

Meanwhile, both currently and looking ahead, joint com-
mitments to specific quotas or numbers do not seem to be 
an option for the US government. The annual ceilings fixed 
by the federal administration have a rather aspirational char-
acter which is not directly linked to other countries’ levels of 
engagement. The USA sees resettlement as an individual 
approach taken by each country and believes it has limited 
leverage to mobilise other countries’ commitments. This 
builds on its experience during the 2016 Leaders’ Summit 
on Refugees, convened by President Obama, in which the 
USA aimed to mobilise other countries to commit to signifi-
cantly increased admissions of resettled refugees. However, 
many of the countries that initially committed to this cause 
walked back from those commitments later. Nevertheless, 
the USA might make bilateral agreements with other reset-
tlement countries independently of UNHCR resettlement. It 
could build on the experience gained as a result of the bilat-
eral agreement made with Australia: the 2016 Australia–US 
Refugee Resettlement Deal is non-binding and considers re-
settlement from Nauru and Papua New Guinea to the USA, 
and from Costa Rica to Australia.

Going forward, the next few years will be crucial in deter-
mining whether the USA can return to the stage as a relia-
ble, engaged actor in resettlement and humanitarian ad-
mission. Depending on which administration is in power, 
the prospects for increased resettlement and humanitarian 
admission are generally positive. As bipartisan consent is no 
longer guaranteed, policy decisions and implementation 
will largely depend on how quickly the Biden administration 
can put its promises into practice, as well as on the out-
comes of elections for the House of Representatives and 
the Senate in November 2022. Overly high international 
commitments and admission promises might lead to resist-
ance from sceptics, mainly on the Republican Party side. 
Nevertheless, this polarisation might be less severe than is 
sometimes perceived: on the federal level, support for re-
settlement continued under the Trump administration, as 
demonstrated by the backlash against an executive order 
that required states and local governments to give consent 
to federal resettlement decisions. What is more, the Biden 
administration is interested in expanding private- or com-
munity-sponsorship programmes (and in learning from the 
Canadian experience), with a pilot programme scheduled 
to begin in January 2022. This could lead to increased sup-
port from engaged individuals, if training, monitoring, and 
evaluation are provided and the programme is adequately 
supported.
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ANNEX B: 
RESETTLEMENT AND HUMANITARIAN 
ADMISSION NUMBERS

Figure 1 : Share of New UNHCR Resettlement Departures 
by Resettlement Country Population41
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41	 UNCHR. N.d. Resettlement Data. Available: https://www.unhcr.org/
resettlement-data.html [15 October 2021].

42	 Regarding the population of the countries in this table, we used the 
World Bank’s estimates for 2019 since our calculations of annual aver-
ages look at the time before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The World Bank. 2021. Population, total. Available: https://data.world-
bank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL [01 November 2021].

https://www.unhcr.org/resettlement-data.html
https://www.unhcr.org/resettlement-data.html
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL
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Figure 2 : Share of New Resettlement and Humanitarian Admission  
by Resettlement Country Population
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Figure 3 : Resettlement and Humanitarian Admission Country Details
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Figure 4: Total Number of Resettlement and Humanitarian Admission  
in Key Admission Countries
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