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7-his artic/e examines tlte relationship between refugees and the regional dynarnics

ofpeacebuilding. It argues that recent approaches to peacebuilding haue adopted a
nln"ow understanding of conJliu. The aticle outlines the linhs between protracted
rtfogu situations and regional insecurity to argue that the relationship between

peacebuilding and refugees goes beyond repatriation. Instead, the presence of
"spoilers" witbin the refugee-populated areas, the potential for early and forced
reltatriation, and the politicization of refugees while in exile haue all the prouen
potent;al to undermine peacebuilding ffirx, while tbe experience of exile may
enable refugees to contribute n the peacebuilding process.

1. Introduction

A striking feature of discussions on conflict managemenr in recent years has

been an emerging consensus on the importance of "peacebuilding".l As illu-
strated by cases as diverse as Afghanistan, Burundi, Liberia, and Haiti, armed
conflict has the potential ro re-emerge and become more protracted if active
sreps are not raken to build a "durable peace".2 \While rhe imporrance of posr-
conflict reconstruction has been recognized for more than fifry years, rhe broader
notion of peacebuilding became the focus of particular interesr in the early 1990s
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when it was highlighted in the UN Secretary-General's reporr "An Agenda for
Peace".' Since then, there have been numerous conceprual and institudonal
developments, including the establishment of the United Nations (UN)
Peacebuilding Commission (PBC) in late 2005. \Xzhile debates on definidons
persist, recent discussions have generally revolved around developing ways

to ensure stability in countries previously affected by conflict so as ro prevenr
a slide back into war.

Much of this debate has, however, focused exclusively on peacebuilding
activities within the country in question, with litde or no arrenrion paid to
the regional nature of conflict and the regional dynamics that should conse-

quendy be addressed as part of a successful peacebuilding programme. This is

especially striking given the growing literature on rhe regional naru-re of conflict
and insecuriry in the global South. As argued by Ayoob," Buzan,) and others,
intrastate conflict in the global South has the demonstrated potential to "spill-
over" into neighbouring, and equally lrrlnerable states, rhereby regionalizing
conflict. For example, civil conflict in Sierra Leone and Burundi not only
affected these tvro countries but also other countries in rhe Mano fuver Union
in \fest Africa and the Great Lakes region of Central Africa as a result of
the proliferation of small arms and the movemellt of armed elements across

borders. These aspects of conflict have the demonstrated porenrial not only
to spread conflict to neighbouring countries, but also to undermine conflicr
management and peacebuilding activities in the country of origin.

Refugee movements also have the demonstrated potential to regionalize

conflict." In fact, refugees are to be found in some of the world's poorest and
most unstable regions, and originate from some of the world's most fragile
states, such as Afghanistan, Burundi, Liberia, Myanmar (Burma), Sierra
Leone, Somalia, and Sudan. Just as conflicts in the countries of origin have

become protracted, some wo-thirds of refugees in the world roday are trapped
in protracted refugee situations. Such situations - often characterized by long
periods of exile, stretching to decades for some groups - consdrure a growing
challenge for the global refugee protection regime and the international com-
muniry. Refugees trapped in these situations often face significant restrictions on
a wide range of rights, while the continuation of these chronic refirgee problems
also frequently gives rise to a number of political and security concerns for
countries of origin, host states, and states in the region.
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This article considers the regional dynamics of peacebuilding by examining
the relationship berween protracted refugee situations, and regional insecuriry.
'Ihe ardcle begins by considering the focus of peacebuilding policy and research,

especially as it is reflected in the work of the UN PBC; and the extent to which
this approach adopts a narrow understanding of conflict, and consequently a

narrow understanding of peacebuilding. The article then provides an overview
of the growing significance of protraced refugee situations and their links to
a broader range o[ peace and security concerns, to argue that dre link between
peacebuilding and refugees goes beyond the repatriation of refugees. Instead,
the article argues that the presence of "spoilers" within the refugee-populated
areas, the possibility of early and forced repatriation by the country of asylum,
and the poiiticization of refi.rgees while in exile, all have the proven potendal
to undermine peacebuilding efforts, whereas the experience of exile may enable

refugee to contribute to various stages of the peacebuilding process. The article
concludes by considering the importance of incorporating these regional
dynamics into broader policy and research debates on peacebuilding.

2. Peacebuilding: institutional innovations

In his 1992 repoft, "An Agenda for Peace", UN Secretary-General Boutros
Boutros-Ghali argued that the end of the Cold \Var presented new challenges

and opportunities for both the international community and international insti-
tutions mandated with the preservation of peace and security. In considering
the various tools at the disposal of the UN in responding ro rhe new securiry
environment, the Secretary-General added "peacebuilding" to the more estab-

lished activities of preventive diplomacy, peacemaking, and peacekeeping.

He argued that such an innovation was required as the UN sysrem needed to
develop the capacity to "stand ready to assist in peacebuilding in its differing
contexts: rebuilding the institutions and infrastructures of nations torn by civil
war and strife; and buiiding bonds of peaceful mutual benefit among nations
formerly ar wa{'.7

\While few of these activities were neq it became increasingly recognized
that these longer term undertakings were essential elements in preventing
a return to conflict. 'Ihe importance of peacebuilding was clearly illustrared
by several cases through the 1990s, including Liberia, Rwanda, and Sudan,8

however, numerous gaps remained in the conceptual and practical understanding
oF peacebuilding. In particular, there has been significant debate on rhe scope

of peacebuilding activities and who should undertake them.e \While there
is growing empirical evidence to suggest that effective peacebuilding srrategies
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should involve long-term activities designed ro support the security, political,
economic, justice, and reconciliation needs of a counrry emerging from con-
flict,lo no single international organization had the mandate to undertake this
full range of activities. '$/hile the UN system contained a number of specialized
agencies with mandates to undertake some of these activities, and while these

agencies have been involved with peacebuilding activities around the world for
some time, it became increasingly clear that srronger leadership and insdtutional
coherence were required ro ensure that peacebuilding was more effectively and
systemadcally undertaken.

The establishment of a UN PBC was subsequently proposed as a means

of ensuring better leadership and coordination of peacebuilding activities within
the UN ,yrt.-.t1 Vhile the establishment of the PBC is a porendally significant
institutional development for peacebuilding, it is important ro nore the limited
scope of the early work of the PBC.12 Specifically, the early work of the PBC has

focused exclusively on activities within the country in question, with little or no
attention paid to either the regional nature of conflict or the significant refugee

populations associated with these conflicts. In Sierra Leone, for example, the
PBC has focused on youth employment and disempowermenr; justice and secur-

ity sector reform; democracy consolidation and good governance; and capaciry
building, especially the capacity of government institutions. In the case of
Burundi, the PBC has focused on promoting good governance, strengthening
the rule of law, security sector reform, and ensuring communiry recovery. \While

these are important peacebuilding initiatives in both cases, rhey do not take inro
account either the significant refugee populations associated with these countries
or the broader regional dynamics that have affected conflict and have t}re poten-
tial to undermine peacebuilding. The treatment of these and similar cases by the
PBC, and the sustained political and donor interest this is hoped ro generare,

could provide a unique opportunity for engaging the full spectrum of stake-

holders required to formulate and implement a cornprehensive solution, nor
only for peacebuilding and post-conflict recovery in the country of origin but
also to resolve the related refugee situations and regional causes of conflicr.

The emerging practice of the PBC, however, does not appear to make this
link. Instead, the members of the Commission seem to be adopting a country-
specific approach. Such an approach does not allow for a full consideration of
factors outside the country that could upset post-conflict recovery. It also denotes

a limited understanding of the links benveen long-term displacement and peace-

building, incorporating the issue of refugees only insofar as rhe return and

ll
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reintegration of refugees is taken to be a barometer of the success of peace-

building efforts.
\While this is an important dimension of the issue, such a limited approach

risks not only rnissing the opportunity to resolve protracted refugee situations,

but also excludes from the work of the PBC a range of factors that could
potentially undermine peacebuilding efforts. Refugee-populated areas in the

neighbouring states may harbour elements that seek to undermine peacebuilding

in the region, especially when underlying political tensions still exist and recon-

ciliation has not been fully achieved. Refugee populations may be drawn into
a campaign of destabilization. For example, elements opposed to the peace

process in Burundi remained adive in western Taozaoia for several years after

the end of the conflict. These groups drew support from the refugee carnps,

through taxation, recruitment, and drawing on humanitarian resources. In this
way, it is problematic to assume that refugees remain passively in neighbouring
countries, awaiting the opportunity to return. Instead, there are many instances

where large and protracted refugee situations, left unaddressed, have the poten-
tial to undermine the consolidation of a peace process.

Likewise, the concerns of host countries and the limitations on their
willingness to host refirgees must be taken into account. If the concerns of
host states relating to the potentially negative impact of the prolonged presence

of refugees on their territory are not addressed, host states may pursue early

and coerced repatriation, placing fragile institutions in the country of origin
under significant strain and further undermining peacebuilding efforts. For

example, between 1993 and, 2006, Tanzania frequently claimed that the pro-
longed presence of Burundian refugees had a negative economic, environmental,
and security impact. In response to what it saw as a lirnited and unpredictable
donor response to address these concerns, the Tanzanian government pressed

for the repatriation of refugees to Burundi. Many UN and NGO officials in
both Dar es Salaam and Bujumbura were concerned about the nature of this

repatriation, feeling that refugees were being returned to areas that were unable

to adequately receive them, and that the scale of the repatriation risked under-
mining peacebuilding efforts in Burundi. Given these dynamics, and their poten-
tial impact on peacebuilding activities, it is important to consider the growing
significance of protracted refirgee situations, their causes, and their links to
regional securiry.

3. The growing challenge of protracted refugee situations

In June 20A4, the Office of rhe UN High Commissioner for Refugees

(UNHCR) defined a protracted refugee situation as,

one in which refugees find themselves in a long-lasting and intractable state

of limbo. T'heir lives may not be at risk, but their basic rights and essential

economic, sociai and psychological needs remain unfulfilled after years



in exile. A refugee in this situation is often unable to break free from
enforced reliance on external assistance,ls

In identif ing the major protracted refugee situations in the world, the UNHCR
used the "crude measure of refugee populations of 25,000 persons or more
who have been in exile for five or more years in developing countries".l4
These figures exclude Palestinian refi-rgees who fall under the mandate of
the UN Relief and \7orks Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East
(UNR\7A). Applyt"g this definition to rhe UNHCR refugee sratisrics from
the end of 2004, there were thirry-three protracted refugee situations, totalling
5,691,000 refugees, at the start of 2005, as presented in flble l, below.

In outlining the scope and scale of the problem, the LINHCR also recog-
nized that refugees are spending longer periods in exile and that a greater
proportion of the world's refugees are now in situations of prolonged exile.
It estimated that "the average duration of major refirgee siruations, protracted
or nor, has increased from 9 years in 1993 ro 17 years at the end of 2003".15

Vith a global refugee population of over 16.3 million at the end of 1993,48 per
cent of the world's refugees were in protracted situations. More than a decade

later, with a global refugee population of 9.2 million at the end of 2004, over
64 per cent of the world's refugees were in protracted refugee situations.

As illustrated by the UNHCR statistics in Table l, these situations are

to be found in some of the most volatile regions in the world. In fact, protracted
refugee populations originate from the very states whose instability lies at the
heart of chronic regional insecurity. The bulk of refugees in these regions -
Somalis, Sudanese, Burundians, Liberians, Iraqis, Afghans, and Burmese -
come from countries where conflict and persecution have persisted for years.

In this way, the rising significance of protracted refugee situations is closely
associated to the growing phenomenon of so-called "fragile states", since the
end of the Cold 'War.16 \While there is an increasing recognition that inrerna-
tional securiry planners must pay cioser attention to these countries of origin,
it is important to also recognize that resoiving refugee situations must be a
central part of any solution to long-standing regional conflicts, especially given
the porous nature of these countries' borders and the tendency for conflict in
these regions to engulf their neighbours. In this way, it is essential to recognize

that protracted refugee situations are closely linked to the phenomenon of fragile
states, have political causes, and rherefore require more than simply humanitar-
ian solutions.

An increasing number of host states respond to prorracted refugee situations
by pursuing policies of containing refugees in isolated and insecure refugee
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Thble l. Major prottaced refugee situations: 1 Januarv 200517

Country of ro14um Origin E;nd-2OO4

Algeria

Armenia
Burundi
Cameroon

China
Congo

C6te d'Ivoire
f)emocratic Republic of Congo
Democratic Republic of Congo
EgyPt

Ethiopia
Guinea

India
lndia
Islamic Republic of Iran
Islamic Republic of Iran
Kenya

Kenya

Nepal

Pakistan

Rwanda

Saudi fuabia
Serbia and Montenegro
Serbia and Montenegro
Sudan

Thailand

Uganda

United Republic of Tanzania
United Republic of Thnzania

Uzbekistan

Yemen

Zambla
Zambia

Total

Western Sahara

Azerbaijan

Democlatic Republic of Congo
Chad
Vietnam
Democratic Republic of Congo
Liberia
Angola
Sudan

Occupied Palesrinian Territorl'
Sudan

Liberia
China
Sri Lanka

Afghanistan

Iraq
Somalia

Sudan

Bhutan
Afghanistan (UN HCR estimate)

Democratic Republic of Congo
Occupied Palesdnian Territorl'
Bosnia and Hezegovina

Croatia
Eritrea
Myanmar
Sudan

Burundi
Democratic Republic of Congcr

Tajikistan
Somalia

Angola
Democratic Republic of Congo

165,000

235,000
48,000

39,000

299,000

59,000

70,000
98,000
45,000

70,000

90,000

r27,OO0

94,000
57,000

953,000
93,000

154,000
68,000

105,000

960,000
45,O00

240,000

9t,000
r80,000
t l t,000
121,000

215,000
444,000
i 53,000

39,000
64,000
89,000

66,000

5,691,000

camps, qypically in border regions and far from the governing regime. Many host

governments now require the vast majority of refugees to live in designated

camps, and place significant restrictions on refugees seeking to leave the

camps, either for employment or educational purposes. This trend, recendy

t€rmed the "warehousing" of refugees,l8 has significant human rights and eco-

nomic implications. fu argued by the UNHCR, "most refugees in such

l:' This table refi:rs to refugee situations rvhere the number oi refuges of a certain origin within a particular
country ofasylum has been 25,000 or more for at least five consecurive ye3rs. Industrialized ountries are not
incltrded. Data does not include Palestinian relugees under UNRVA's mandate. Source: UNHCR Tltc Smte

of the WorA's Refugres: Human Displacemen, in th€ Nru Millcnnium, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2006,
107.

See M. Smith, "Warehousing refugees: A denial of righa, a waste of humaniry", World Refuge Surury 2004,
'W'ashington, 

US Cornmirtee for Relugees and Imrnigrants, 2004.



situations live in camps where idleness, despair and, in a few cases, even

violence prevails. \7omen and children, who form the majority of the refugee

community, are often the most vulnerable, falling victim to exploitation and
abuse."19 More generally, the prolonged encampment of refugee populations
has led to the violation of a number of rights conrained in the 195 I UN
Convention reladng to rhe Status of Refugees, including freedom of movemenr
and the right to seek wage-earning employment.

Faced with lhese restrictions, refugees become dependent on subsistence-

level assistance, or less, and lead lives of poverrF, frustration, and unrealized
potendal. Containing refugees in camps prevenrs their presence from contribut-
ing to regional development and state-building.'o In cases where refugees have

been allowed to engage in the local economy, it has been found that refugees

can "have a positive impact on the fiocal] economy by contributing to agricul-
tural production, providing cheap labour and increasing local vendors' income
from the sale of essenrial foodstufFs".2l \X/hen prohibited from working outside
the camps, refugees cannot make such contributions.

Unresolved refugee situations represent a significant political phenomenon
as well as a humanitarian problem. Protracred refugee situations often lead
to a number of political and security concerns for host countries, countries of
origin, regional actors, and the international communiry, Host states and states

in regions of refugee origin frequently argue that protracted refugee situations
rqsult in a wide range of direct and indirect securiry conc.rns.22 The "direct
threats" Faced by the host state, posed by the spillover of conflict and the
presence of "refugee warriors",z3 are by far the strongest link between refugees

and conflict. Here, there are no intervening variables benveen forced migration
and violence as the migrants themselves may be actively engaged in armed
campaigns typically, but not exclusively, against the country of origin. Such
campaigns have the porential of regionalizing the conflict and dragging the
host state into what was previously an intra-state conflict. Armeq groups
played a significant role in regionalization of the conflict in Africa and Asia
during the Cold \War. Vith the end of the Cold \War, the logic has changed,
but the relevance oF refugee warriors remains. This relevance was brought home
with particular force in the maelstrom of violence that gripped the Great Lakes

region of Central Africa between 1994 and 1996.
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The outbreak of conflict and genocide in the Great Lakes region of Central
Africa in the early 1990s serves as a clear example of the potential implications
oF not finding solutions for long-standing refugee popuiations. Tirtsi refugees

who fled Rwanda between 1959 and 1962 and their descendants filled the

ranks of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), which invaded Rwanda from
Uganda in October 1990. Many of these refugees had been living in the sub-

region for over thirry years. In the aftermath of the Rwandan geriocide, it was

widely recognized that the failure of the international community to find
a lasdng solution for the Rwandan refugees from the 1960s was a key factor
that put in motion the series of events that led to the genocide in 1994.
According to the UNHCR, "the failure to address the problems of the

Rwandan refugees in the 1960s contributed substantially to the cataclysmic

violence of the 1990s".24 Som. fifteen years after the 1994 genocide, it would
appear as though this lesson has yet to be learned, as dozens ofprotracted refugee

situations remain unresolved in highly volatile and conflict-prone regions.

The security consequences for host states and regional actors are real. They
include cross-border attacks on both host states and countries of origin, attacks

on humanitarian personnel, refugees, and civilian populations. Direct securiry

concerns can also lead to serious bilateral and regional political and diplomatic
tensions. Cross-border flows are perceived by host states to impinge on their
national sovereignty, especially given the tenuous control that many central
governments in the developing world have over their border regions. Finally,
the activities of armed elements among refugee populations not only violate
refugee protecdon and human rights principles, but also can constitute threats

to international peace and security. For example, the training and arming of
the mujahidden in the refugee camps in Pakistan during previous decades under-
scores the potential threat to regional and international security posed by refugee

warriors.
More difficult to identi$', but just as potentially destabilizing as direct

threats, refugee movements may pose "indirect threats" to the host state.

Indirect threats may arise when the presence of refugees exacerbates previously
existing intercommunal tensions in the host country, shifts the balance of power

between communities, or causes grievances among local populations. At the

root of such securiry concerns is the failure of international solidariry and

burden sharing with host countries. Local and nadonal grievances are particularly
heightened when refugees compete with local populations for resources, jobs,

and social services, including health care, education, and housing. Refugees

are sometimes seen as a privileged group in terms of services and welfare provi-
sions or as the caus€ of low wages in the local econorny and inflation in local
markets. Refugees are also frequently scapegoats for a breakdown in law and
order in both rural and urban areas.

" UNHCR, The State of the \Yorld! Refugres: Fift7 Years of Humanitaian Action, Oxfbrd, Oxford Universiry
Press. 2000,49.



Funhermore, it has been argued that "in countries which are divided inrc
antagonistic racial, ethnic, religious, or other groupings, a major influx can

place precariously balanced multi-ethnic societies under grear strain and may
even threaten the political balance of po-er".2' In this way, the presence of
refugees has been demonstrated to accelerate "existing inrernal conflicts in the
host country".26 This concern was made most explicitly clear in Macedonia's
reluctance to accept Kosovar Albanian refugees in March 1999, citing the con-
cern that the mass of Kosovar Albanian refugees "threarened to destabilise
Macedonia's ethnic balan..".'7 Oth.t examples include the arrival of Iraqi
Kurds in 'Iirrkey, of Afghan Sunni Muslims in Shia-dominated Pakistan, or of
Pashtun Afghans in Beluchi-dominated Beluchistan.28

But, not all refugees are seen as threats. The question of which refugees

are seen as threats, and why may be pardally explained by understanding the
perception of refugees as members of the local political community or as our-
siders. Indeed.

in the Third \7orld, the remarkable receptiviry provided to millions of
Afghans in Pakistan and Iran, to ethnic kin from Bulgaria in Turkey, to
Ethiopians in the Sudan, to Ogadeni Ethiopians in Somalia, ro southern
Sudanese in Uganda, to Issaq Somali in Djibouti and to Mozambicans

in Malawi has been facilitated b)' th. ethnic and linguistic characteristics

they share with their hosts.2e

In this sense, the importance of affiniry and shared group identiry cannot be

overstated. If a host community perceives the incoming refugee as "one of us",
then positive and generous conceptions of distriburive justice will apply.

Conversely, if the refugees are seen as members of an "out-group", they
are likely to receive a hostile reception. In cases where rhere is a division along
ethnic, Iinguistic, or religious lines, "a ma.jor population influx can place pre-
cariously balanced multi-ethnic societies under great strain and may even rhrea-
ten the political balance ofpower".30 Indeed, refugees, "as an out-group, can be

blamed for all untoward activities".3l \While levels of crime may rise by no
more than expected with a comparable rise in population, refugees increasingly

are seen as the cause. As argued by Maluwa, the "presence of massive numbers

25

26
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of refugees" can "create feelings of resentment and suspicion, as the refugee

population increasingly, and often wrongly, gets blamed for the economic con-
ditions that may arise within the domestic population".32 'fhir can lead to
a point where "poverry, unemployment, scarciry of resources, and even crime
and disease, are suddenly attributed to the presence of these refugees and
other foreigners".33

This dynamic has been evident in the dramatic restrictions on asylum
that have been imposed by host states in A,frica since the mid-1990s.34
Numerous reports have pointed to the significance of the absence of meaningful
burden sharing and the growing xenophobia in many African counuies as

the key factors motivating resffictive asylum policies.35 There is significanr
evidence to suggest that as international assistance to refugees is cut, refugees

are forced to seek alternative means to survive. This frequently places refugees

in conflict with local populations and can even lead them into illegal activities.
Rather ironically, xenophobic sentiments among African populations

against refugees

have emerged at a time when most of Africa is democratizing and govern-
ments are compelled to take into account public opinion in formulating
various policies. The result has been the adoption of and-refugee platforms
by political parties which result in anti-refugee policies and actions by
go,rart-arrtr.36

Just as politicians in western Europe faced increasing pressures ro restrict entry
as asylum became a significant issue in domestic politics, "the rise of multiparty
democracy in Africa. . . has arguably diminished the autonomy of state elites

in determining the security agenda".37 A common response to these pressures

has been for host states to push for the repatriation of refugees ar the earliest
possible occasion.

4. Refugees and the regional dynamics of peacebuilding

Given these diverse links between protracted refilgee situations and state and
regional instabiliry it is striking that the question of refugees has been largely
absent from recent debates on peacebuilding. Contemporary policy and research

on peacebuilding have generally addressed refugees as a marrer of secondary

36

37

Ibid.

Ibid.

See, Ir'Iilner, Refigret the State, and the Politics ol'Aylun in AJiica, oV. cit.

B. Rutinwa, "The end of asylum? The Changing Nature of Refugee Policies in Africa", UNHCR New Issucs

in Refugee Research, Vorking Paper No. 5, Gereva, UNHCR, May 1999; andJ. Crisp, "Africa's refuges:
Patrerns, problems and poligv chailenges", New Issues in Refugee Research, Vorking Paper No. 28, Geneva,
LTNHCI{, Aug. 2000.

Rutirrrva, "The end of asylurn?", op. tit.,2.

M. Gibney, "Securiry and the ethia of asylum after ll Septembei', Forced Migration Reuim, No. 13, Jun.
2002.
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concern, focusing instead on programmes in the country of origin to consolidate
peace and prevent a return to the conflict. Vithin this approach, the relation-
ship between peacebuilding and refugees is taken to be unidirectional, with the
return of refugees seen as a barometer of the extent to which peacebuilding
has been successfirl. This view was recently reinforced by the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees, Ant6nio Guterres. In addressing the UN Securiry
Council in January 2009, the High Commissioner argued thar "the scale of
return and success of reintegration are two of the most tangible indicators of
progress in any peacebuilding process".38

These factors are clearly an important dynamic and effective peacebuilding
activities must address the needs of refugees by ensuring that the preconditions
for successful return and reintegration are present in the refugees' home coun-
try.3e Thi. often presents significant challenges, especially following a protracted
conflict where physical infrastructure, homes, and social services have been

destroyed.ao fu the lessons ofthe past decade make clear, effective peacebuilding
in such contexts should also address a wider range of issues affecting rerurnees,

from justice and reconciliation, housing and property rights, human rights
monitoring, to the provision of livelihoods in war-torn economies. Cleady,
the reintegration of displaced populations poses a wide range of peacebuilding
challenges, many of which fall beyond the mandate of humanitarian agencies

such as the UNHCR.
Addressing such challenges should not, howeveg obscure the fact that

the prolonged presence of refirgees in neighbouring countries cannor be treated

as an isolated factor, to be addressed at the end of the peacebuilding process.

As argued by Morris and Stedman, "refugee movements are all roo often seen

only as a by-product of conflict, with limited attention paid to the various

rMays they may cause conflict, prolong conflict, or frustrate efforts t<t resolve

conflicts".ar In fact, a number of the political and security challenges associated

with the prolonged presence of refugees in a region have the proven abiliry
to undermine peacebuilding efforts, including the presence of so-called "spoilers"

in refugee populations and pressures fi'om t}re host country to push for early
and unsustainabie return. A failure to engage with such regional d)'namics has

the real potential to undermine peacebuilding efforts within the country of
origin.

38 
Stateme nt by A. Guterres, United Nations High Comrnissioner for Refi.rgees, to the United Nations Securiw
Council, New York, 8 Jan. 2009, reproduced in the l)ocuments section of this issue.
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4.1. "Refagee ntarriors" ds "spoilers"

The most significant challenge to peacebuilding posed by protracted refugee

situations is the presence of so-called "spoilers" in refugee camps or in refu-
gee-populated border areas. Spoilers, understood as "groups and tactics that
actively seek to hinder, delay, or undermine conflict settlement",42 are akin to
so-called "refugee warriors", as outlined above.

During the 1970s and 1980s, examples of refugee warrior communities
could be found among Afghan rnujahidden in Pakistan, rhe Khnters Rouges in
Thailand, and the Nicaraguan Contras in Cenral America. In Africa, refugee

warrior communities were the product of proxy wars in the Horn of Africa
and in southern Africa, wars of national liberation, especially in southern
Africa, and post-coloniai conflicts, especially in the African Great Lakes.

Similar dynamics exist in many contemporary conflicts, both in Africa and

elsewhere, and constitute a serious challenge to peacebuilding activities. In
fact, the presence of spoilers in the refugee-populated areas of neighbouring
states have frustrated peacebuilding efforts in conflicts as diverse as Burundi,
Liberia, Afghanistan, Myanmar, and Sudan.

In the African Great Lakes, the alleged presence of Burundian armed

elements in refugee-populated areas of western Tan'zania had a significant
impact on prospects of peace in Burundi in recent years. In fact, two of the

eariiest Burundian rebel groups, Palipehutu and Frolina, were formed by refugees

who fled Burundi in 1972. Burundian refugee warrior communities continued
to play a role undl early 2005, as refugee camps in Tanzania were widely under-
stood to play a key role in recruitment, fundraising and other activities.

It is widely understood that dre best response to the presence of armed

elements within a refugee popularion is through their physical separarion and

legal exclusion from refirgee status, but such an undertaking has consistently
proven to be beyond the capability of humanitarian actors, such as the

UNHCR.43 For example, in the aftermath of the Rwandan genocide and the
militarizadon of refugee camps in the region, the UNHCR called for closer

cooperation with regional and international securiry acrors to more effectively
address tle challenge posed by refugee warriors. More than a decade later,

howeve! broader cooperation within the UN system to deal with the problem
of refugee warriors remains problematic, and the militarizadon of refugee

camps and settlements continues to undermine refugee protection, regional
security, and peacebuilding efforts in the country of origin.

E, Newman and O. Richmond, "The irnpact of spoilers on peace processes and peacebuilding", United
Nations Universiry Policv Briefi, No. 2, 2006. See also S. Stedman, "Spoiler problems in peacc proccsses",
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Refugea, Rebek and the QucstforJua'ra New York, LCH& 2002, 171-94.
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4.2. Pash for early and unsu.stainable repanidfion

A second challenge to peacebuilding posed by protracted refugee situations is

the potential for the large-scale repatriation oF refugees before the necessary

conditions of safety and sustainable return exist in the country of origin.
If the concerns of host states relating to the potentially negative impact of the

prolonged presence of refugees on their territory are not addressed, host states

may pursue early and coerced repatriation, placing fragile institutions in
the country of origin under significant strain and further undermining peace-

building efforts.

The potential for forced and premature return is heightened as donor
interest shifts from the host country to the country of origin following the

advent of peace. Given that many host states feel that they are unfaidy burdened
with the great majority of the world's refirgees, failure to consider the needs

and interests of host states as a part of the broader peacebuilding efforts could
exacerbate the concerns of countries of asylum, leading to addidonal resuictions
on asylum and a push for early forced repatriation.

Such concerns were clearly evident in the case ofTanzania in recent years.

Vith the early signs of peace in Burundi, coupled with a significant shift in
donor engagement away from the refugee programme in Tanzania in early 2002,
the Tanzanian Government began to push for a tripling of the number of
refugee repatriations to Burundi. \While the UNHCR did not agree to promote
repatriation, given the prevailing insecurity in many regions of Burundi, some

85,000 refugees were nevertheless repatriated from Tanzania to Burundi in20O3.
The scale of these returns placed a significant strain on the fragile peace in
Burundi. Given that these returns coincided with sustained crirne and insecurity,

additional reductions in food rations, and increased restricdons on refugees'

freedom of movement and economic activiry in Tanzania, a number of refugee

advocates questioned the voluntary nature of the repatriations, suggesting that
conditions in the camps in 'Western Tanzania had become so unbearable that
many refugees felt compelled to return to Burundi, notwithstanding the con-
tinuing insecurity there.

Similar dynamics have been present elsewhere in Africa and Asia, where

donors and host countries all see an interest in pursuing refugee repatriation at

the eariiest possible opportunity. In manf instances, however, such repatriations

do not result in a solution to protracted refugee situations, but instead result
in a reoccurrence of conflict and future refugee movements as the root causes of
flight are often left unaddressed and the preconditions fbr sustainable return

are not ensured. In cases as diverse as Liberian refugees in Guinea, Rohingya
refugees in Bangladesh and Afghan refugees in Pakistan, early and unsustainable

repatriation did not lead to a durable solution, but instead formed the founda-

tion of renewed refugee movements.
\ilZhile part of the response to this dynamic is to ensure that the precondi-

tions for repatriation are in place, it is also important to ensure that donor
interest does not rapidly shift to peacebuilding in the country of origin at the



expense of refugee assistance programmes in neighbouring countries. Instead,

the interests and concerns of host countries need to be more fully considered

as part of the regional dynamics of peacebuilding. Such an approach would not
only ensure that host states do not pursue early and unsustainable repatriation,
but would also contribute to the rehabilitation oF refirgee-populated areas in
host countries. \While the majority of peacebuilding activities must necessarily

be focused on the country of origin, any approach to peacebuilding that is

not mindful of broader regional dynamics, including the presence of refugees,

risks overlooking factors that could undermine peacebuilding efforts. At the
same time, it is important to consider how early engagement with refugee

populations in neighbouring countries may contribute to peacebuilding in the

country of origin.

4.3. Experi.ence of exile

While the experience of exile may contribute to the politicizadon of refugee

populations,aa thereby undermining prospects for post-repatriation reconcilia-
tion, it is also increasingly recognized that refugees can make a significant
contribution to peacebuilding in their counuy of origin. In a statement to the

UN Securiry Council in January 2006, by the UN High Cornmissioner for
Refugees, Ant6nio Guterres, noted that "refugees return with schooling and

new skills. . . Over and over, we see that their participation is nece_ssary for the

consolidation of both peace and post-conflict economic recovery".'> Thus, refu-

gee contributions may result from particular skills that they acquire in exile that
may direcdy contribute to post-conflict reconstruction, from the direct involve-
ment of refugees in the negotiation of the peace agreement, and through peace

education and reconciliation activities that can occur prior to repauiation. For
example, special teacher training programmes have been implemented in Kenya

to train Sudanese refugees to meet the educational needs both in the Kakuma
refugee camps and in South Sudan.a6

In {Lct, a wide range of training opportunities can be extended to refugees

in prolonged exile that would eventually contribute to ensuring a durable solu-

tion to their plight, either through repatriation, local integration, or resettlement

in a third country. Opportunities such as language training, vocational training,
professional development, peace education, and other activities could all
form part of a broader solutions-oriented approach, and contribute to both
peacebuilding and the self-reliance of refugees. Notwithstanding the clear

benefits of such programmes, they remain difficult to fund. At the same time,

See L. Malkki, Purity antl Exile: Violence, Memory and National Coynology among Hun Refugces in Tanzania,
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host states are generally wary of them and view them as a backdoor to local

integration.
Given the potential benefits of such programmes to both peacebuilding

and the livelihood of refugees, it is important to address host and donor
country concerns and ensure that such programmes become a standing feature

of programmes for protracted refugee situations. Programmes to enhance

the self-reliance ofrefugees do not, however, constitute a solution to protracted
refirgee situations. These short-term interventions can only help to manage

tle situation until a resolution can be found. In the long term, the implications
of protracted refugee situations can only be fully addressed through the formula-
tion and implementation of comprehensive solutions.aT

5. Conclusion: towards a more predictable response to refugees
and peacebuilding

This article has argued that there is an important link between protracted refugee

situations, regional insecuriry and the regional dynamics of peacebuilding. 'Ihe

article began by considering the focus of peacebuilding poliry and research,

especially as it is reflected in the work of the UN PBC. The article then con-
sidered the linla between proracted refugee situations and a broader range of
peace and securiry concerns to argue that the link between peacebuilding and
refugees goes beyond the repatriation of refirgees. The article outlined how
the presence of "spoilers" within refugee-populated areas, the potential for
early and forced repatriation by the country of asylum, and the polidcization
of refugees while in exile, all have the proven potential to underminc peace-

building efforts, while the experience of exile may enable refugee to contribute
to various stages of the peacebuilding process. Although additional research is

required to understand how these dynamics present themselves in different
types of protracted refugee situations, it is clear that their significance cannot
be excluded from an effective consideration of the range of Factors that contri-
bute to, or undermine, peacebuilding.

Given these links berween protracted refugee situations, fragile states, and

peacebuilding, it is clear that actions by humanitarian agencies, such as the

UNHCR, without the support of peace and security and developrnent actors

will lead to neither comprehensive solutions for protracted refugee situations
nor an effective response to the peacebuilding implications of prolonged exile.

So long as discussions on protracted refugee situations remain exclusively within
t-he humanitarian community, and do not engage the broader peace and securiry

and development communides, they will be limited in their impact.
Despite the need for a multifaceted approach to protracted refugee situa-

tions, the over:all response of policy makers rernains compartmentalized with
security, development, and humanitarian issues mostly being discussed in

*' 
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different forums, each with their own theoretical frameworks, institutional
arrangements, and independent policy approaches. Meaningful comprehensive

solutions for protracted refugee situations must overcome these divisions and

adopt a new approach that incorporates recent policy initiatives by a wide range

of actors. \While there remains a significant role for the UNHCR to play as a

catalyst for bringing together key stakeholders and for ensuring that the process

is sustained,a8 this type of broader engagement cannot occur without the

sustained engagement of all branches oF the UN system. In this way, the estab-

lishment of the PBC provides both a timely opportuniry and a possible institu-
tional context for this rype of cross-sectoral approach.

'I'he composition and mandate of the PBC places it in a unique position
to address a number of these concerns. In fact, the UN General fusembly
specifically provided that country-specific meedngs of the PBC shall include

as additional members the country under consideration (namely, the country
of origin), countries in the region (nameiy, host countries), as well as senior

UN representatives in the field and other relevant UN representatives (including

the UNHCR).ae In this way, the PBC represents a unique forum for the

coordination of peace and securiry development, and humanitarian activities

to address both protracted refugee situations and the regional dynamics of
peacebuilding.

There is a risk that the emerging response of the PBC, however, will not
engage with these broader issues. Indeed, the members of the Commission

seem to be adopting a country-specific approach that excludes a consideration

of factors outside the country that could upset post-conflict recovery. It also

adopts a limited understanding of the links between long-term displacement

and peacebuilding. A broader recognition of the role of refugees and the regional

dynamics of peacebuilding will be an important precondition for the success

of the PBC, especially as it undertakes its country-specific deliberations on

Burundi and Sierra Leone. Conflict in both Burundi and Sierra Leone resulted

in significant refugee movements into neighbouring countries which, in turn,
played a significant role in the course of the conflict. More generally, the conflict
in both countries is largely tied to broader regional dynamics and neighbouring

conflicts - the African Great Lakes for Burundi and the Mano River Union for
Sierra Leone. Given the regional dynamics of conflict and the role of refugee

populations not only as a consequence of conflict but also as a source of its

perpetuation in both cases, dre importance of situating peacebuilding efforts

in Burundi and Sierra Leone within a broader regional context would seem

logical. The PBC has not, however, adopted such an approach, and its discus-

sions have remained country-specific, with no discussion of the regional

dynamics.
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