
Mi grants, ex pats, asy lum seek ers, refugees, IDPs – what are the di� er ences?

Ac cord ing to the 1951 United Na tions refugee con ven tion, the di� er ence be tween refugees
and asy lum seek ers is clear. An asy lum seeker has left their coun try and is seek ing pro tec -
tion from per se cu tion. A refugee has al ready re ceived that pro tec tion.
Refugees have the right to in ter na tional pro tec tion, while seek ing asy lum is a hu man right
– ev ery one should be al lowed to en ter an other coun try to seek asy lum. In ter nally dis placed
peo ple (IDPs) are es sen tially on the run in their own coun try: pu ta tive refugees who have
not been able or will ing to cross an in ter na tional bor der.
When it comes to mi grants, de�  ni tions are far wool lier. Some pre sume a mi grant is mov -
ing for a bet ter life. But if that per son is leav ing the star va tion of a dust bowl farm in the
Sa hel to sur vive, are they a mi grant or a refugee?
The In ter na tional Or ga ni za tion for Mi gra tion (IOM) there fore de �nes a mi grant as any
per son who is mov ing or has moved across an in ter na tional bor der or within a state re -
gard less of le gal sta tus, whether the move ment is vol un tary or in vol un tary, what ever the
causes and the length of the stay.
Ex pa tri ate is a weakly de �ned term that es sen tially means any one liv ing out side their
native coun try. In prac tice, how ever, ex pat has come to be used to de scribe mi grants from
rich coun tries.
How many of each are there?
We are wit ness ing the high est lev els of dis place ment on record. About 258 mil lion peo ple,
or one in ev ery 30, were liv ing out side their coun try of birth in 2017. That is both a record
high – there were 173 mil lion in 2000 – and an alarm ingly volatile �g ure: a 2003 pro jec -
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tion an tic i pated that by 2050, there would be up to 230 mil lion in ter na tional mi grants. The
lat est re vised pro jec tion is that there will be 405 mil lion in ter na tional mi grants by 2050.
These in creases, how ever, are dwarfed by the great ma jor ity of peo ple who mi grate within
coun tries: there were an es ti mated 740 mil lion in ter nal mi grants in 2009.
Even those �g ures, how ever, fail to cap ture the full re al ity. There were 25.9 mil lion
refugees and asy lum seek ers in mid-2017. But reg is tered refugees rep re sent only a frac tion
of all those forced to leave their homes for rea sons span ning from war to en vi ron men tal
cri sis. In to tal, at least 66 mil lion peo ple glob ally are ex pe ri enc ing forced dis place ment –
ap prox i mately 40.3 mil lion of whom are IDPs.
As for ex pats, es ti mates vary wildly, de pend ing on de�  ni tion. The state depart ment reck -
ons 9 mil lion Amer i cans live over seas. About 5 mil lion Bri tons are thought to do so.
Fi nally there are 10 mil lion peo ple who are state less, with no cit i zen ship at all.
Which coun tries pro duce – and which re ceive – the most mi grants?
Ac cord ing to the IOM, the US, Ger many, Rus sia, Saudi Ara bia and the UK were the top �ve
des ti na tions for mi grants in 2015. The US has about 46 mil lion for eign-born res i dents,
Ger many about 12 mil lion. In dia, Mex ico, Rus sia, China and Bangladesh were the top �ve
ori gin coun tries. Nearly half of all in ter na tional mi grants came from Asia, al though it is
still far more com mon for Asians and Africans to move within their own con ti nent than to
set tle fur ther a�eld.
And which coun tries take and pro duce the most refugees?
The US has his tor i cally re set tled more refugees than all other coun tries in the world com -
bined, though in re cent years, its in take has slowed. In 2016, it took in 85,000 refugees.
That same year, the then pres i dent, Barack Obama, com mit ted to re set tling 110,000
refugees in the 2017 �s cal year, a 57% in crease from 2015 num bers.
Later in 2017, how ever, the new pres i dent, Don ald Trump, slashed the cap to 45,000. Ac -
cord ing to the In ter na tional Res cue Com mit tee, in the cur rent �s cal year the US will only
re set tle 21,292 refugees.
By con trast, some of the world’s poorer and of ten less sta ble coun tries – such as Jor dan,
Le banon, Pak istan and Uganda – are now the long-term hosts to the world’s largest pop u -
la tions of refugees.
Turkey is cur rently the lead ing
host of refugees, with 3.5 mil lion, fol lowed by Uganda and Pak istan, which both host about
1.4 mil lion, ac cord ing to UNHCR, the UN refugee agency.
In all, 57% of refugees come from just three coun tries: Syria (6.3 mil lion) Afghanistan (2.4
mil lion) and South Su dan (2.3 mil lion). Mean while, Colom bia hosts the great est num ber of
IDPs – 7.6 mil lion as of 2017.
But many refugees slip through the gaps when at tempts at record keep ing take place. For
ex am ple, o�  cial �g ures usu ally ex clude Pales tinian refugees be cause they don’t fall into
the spe ci�c man date of UN refugees.
How long do peo ple re main refugees and IDPs?
Not only are the num bers of refugees and mi grants un der es ti mated but so too is the
chronic length of time refugees re main dis placed in camps and “tem po rary” sit u a tions.



There are still Pales tinian refugees forced from their coun try in 1948 liv ing in camps in
Syria, Eritrean and Ethiopian refugees who have been liv ing in camps in Su dan since the
mid-1960s, and Afghan refugees who have been in camps in Pak istan since the Soviet in -
va sion in 1979. The list goes on.
More over, many of the coun tries from which large num bers of peo ple are forced to �ee
con �ict – such as Syria, South Su dan, Iraq and Ye men – are also host to very large in ter -
nally dis placed pop u la tions.
What about the po lit i cal re sponse?
Mi gra tion is ar guably po lit i cally less ac cept able than at any point since the 1940s. The
anti-im mi gra tion re sponse of gov ern ments across Europe, and in Amer ica and Aus tralia,
has sent quite clear signs to some front line coun tries that they can build walls and force
back those seek ing safe havens.
There’s an ad di tional com pli- cation in volv ing those �ee ing en vi ron men tal dis as ters. The
1951 con ven tion doesn’t de �ne these peo ple as refugees but, as Bill Fre lick, Hu man Rights
Watch’s refugee rights pro gramme di rec tor, says: “If some one’s life is in dan ger, it re ally
shouldn’t mat ter if it’s be cause of a gun or a land slide or earth quake.”
Where does tra� ck ing �t in?
Po lit i cal and pub lic hos til ity to free dom of move ment has re sulted in a dra matic re duc tion
in le gal routes to mi gra tion in the past 20 years. This has en cour aged a bur geon ing
business in il le gal peo ple tra� ck ing, now reck oned to be worth more than $150bn each
year.
Prin ci pal ar eas of ac tiv ity are from south to north in the Amer i cas; from Africa and the
Mid dle East into Europe; and from south-west Asia to the Gulf and Europe be yond.
Death is com mon. Ac cord ing to the IOM’s miss ing mi grants project, al most 30,000 peo ple
have died in tran sit over the past �ve years, with the Mediter ranean, north Africa and cen -
tral Amer ica par tic u larly deadly places of pas sage.
What next?
The UN is to for mally agree a new Global Com pact on mi gra tion in Mar rakech this De cem -
ber, fol low ing 18 months of ne go ti a tions. Pro tag o nists say the deal prom ises a bet ter,
more co or di nated ap proach to mi gra tion, though e� orts have been dam aged by the US
pulling out of the talks half way through.


