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International Intervention in Refugee Crises
Kurt Mills

In 1978, there were 4.6 million refugees
worldwide. Just fifteen years later, at
the end of 1993, that figured climbed to
19.7 million. That same year, there
were also 24 million internally dis-
placed persons scattered among many
conflict zones. That is, one out of every
130 people in the world was displaced
as a result of persecution, violence, or
natural disaster.1 In the following two
years, the number of refugees declined
somewhat as refugees repatriated as
conflicts in Afghanistan, Cambodia,
Ethiopia, and Mozambique came to a
close. At the same time, the numbers of

the internally displaced rose.2 The dis-
placed have fled human rights abuses,
ethnic conflict, and generalized vio-
lence. In addition, there are many oth-
ers who have left their home
voluntarily in search of work or basic
subsistence.3 Taking into account
documented and undocumented la-
bour immigrants, there are about
80-100 million people living outside of
their countries of origin, or perhaps 1.5
percent of the entire population of the
world.4 There has been increased at-

tention on the effects refugees, the in-

ternally displaced, and other migrants
are having on host countries, both
economically and from a security per-
spective.5 Governments have felt in-
creasing pressure, as a result of public
backlash against immigration, to curb
the influx of people.

Concurrent with these develop-
ments, there has been a resurgence of
international interest in varying hu-
manitarian crises and communal con-
flicts and a renewed focus on collective

security, made possible by the end of
the cold war. In fact, since 1989 there
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have been a number of instances where

the international community has inter-
vened in some manner in ostensibly
internal conflicts. In cases where the
United Nations has been involved, the

justification has invariably been that
the conflict poses a threat to "interna-
tional peace and security." Indeed, this
is the language f ound in the UN Char-
ter with respect to Chapter VII enforce-
ment action. Yet, these have been, to a

large extent, "internal" conflicts in that
the fighting has been contained within
particular state borders. However,
they have had implications and effects
beyond their borders. One of the most
noticeable and urgent results has been
the creation of large refugee flows
which, in turn, have put significant
strains on receiving countries or have
had otherwise unwanted and destabi-

lizing consequences.
This issue of Refuge focuses on this

confluence of international develop-
ments - the increasing international
salience of the movement of the dis-

placed, domestic pressure to curb mi-
gration, and the increasing, albeit still
ambiguous, abilities and propensity of
the international community to re-
spond in a variety of ways to humani-
tarian crises, including intervention.
The term intervention is used here to

denote a multifaceted phenomenon
involving transborder forceful efforts
to influence a government or the out-
come of an internationally-relevant
situation. It can include activities such

as overthrowing a government or an-
nexing territory by force. However, it
can also include more ambiguous
forceful action which may involve
government acquiescence or resist-
ance, may include the acquiescence or
resistance of a rebel group, and is done
by a state or international governmen-
tal organization, to address a security
or humanitarian problem in a particu-
lar territory (recognizing, of course,
that the two frequently cannot be sepa-
rated).

Humanitarian intervention involves
a situation where humanitarian as-

pects are the primary factors in the
decision to intervene and are the main
focus of the action.

The following articles examine the
issues raised by international interven-
tion in refugee crises from several per-
spectives and within a number of
contexts. Jennifer Hyndman's article,
"Neo-Liberalism and Post-Cold War

Geopolitics: International Responses
to Human Displacement," examines
how domestic politics and neo-liberal
social/economic policies drive inter-
national policies focused on preven-
tive protection and assisting displaced
persons in conflict zones, rather than
as refugees in countries of asylum in
the West. She looks at the specific case
of Canada, providing examples of a
turn toward neo-liberal policies, in-
cluding cuts in social programs, which,
as she points out, "will adversely affect
government-sponsored refugees se-
lected for resettlement in Canada. " She

then argues that this shift in domestic
public attitudes and policy has oc-
curred alongside an international shift
from an imperfect humanism with re-
spect to development, refugees, etc.
toward a neo-humanism where "hu-

man development [is] qualified by the
economic viability of it's subjects' pur-
suits." Even further, however, the
emerging domestic realities have im-
posed a new international reality - less
support for social spending at home (in
Canada as well as much of the rest of

the West) means that new ways must
be found to ensure that those who

might make claims for scarce social
welfare funds, such as refugees, must
be prevented from having the oppor-
tunity to do so. That is, the focus has
shifted from taking in refugees to pro-
tecting potential refugees in their
country of origin, thus keeping the
problem "out there" somewhere.

Michael Barutciski, in his article
"Refugee Flows and Humanitarian In-
tervention: Problems of Selectivity and
Politicization," addresses two signifi-
cant issues with respect to interven-
tion - selectivity and politicization.
That is, why are some humanitarian
crises focused on and addressed in
some manner, while others are virtu-

ally ignored by the media and the po-
litical elites, and how does the
politicization of a situation affect the

reaction to that situation? He uses the

international response to the conflict
and humanitarian crisis in the former

Yugoslavia, and particularly the role
of UNHCR, as a case study, noting the
disproportionate amount of resources
expended on that country with respect
to other countries which were experi-
encing similar or even more severe
humanitarian crises. He argues that
public opinion and the so-called "CNN
effect" cannot be reliably counted on to
generate the necessary response to a
grave humanitarian crisis, particularly
in light of how the media was manipu-
lated, and at times consciously chose,
to sway public opinion with regard to
the former Yugoslavia.

"Refugees as an Impetus for Inter-
vention: The Case of Haiti," by Kurt
Mills looks at a case which "is one of

the clearest cases to date of refugee
flows leading to eventual interven-
tion." He examines the resolutions

emanating from the UN Security
Council and the interests of the United

States, which ultimately intervened to
restore Jean Bertrand Aristide to
power. He argues that because of the
constellation of interests which lay be-
hind the US intervention, as well as the

timing of the action, the intervention
had little to do with humanitarianism

and everything to do with a perception
of refugees as a security threat. How-
ever, the intervention may, nonethe-
less, prove to be precedential in
providing legitimacy for future hu-
manitarian interventions.

The last two articles both focus on

the case of displaced Iraqi Kurds after
the Gulf War. Kemal Kirisçi's article,
"Security for States vs. Refugees: Op-
eration Provide Comfort and the April
1991 Mass Influx of Refugees from
Northern Iraq into Turkey," examines
the response of Turkey and the inter-
national community to the flow of Iraqi
Kurdish refugees to the border with
Turkey and the extent to which hu-
manitarianism and security concerns
were responsible for the eventual crea-
tion of safe havens. He looks, particu-
larly, at the interests of Turkey in
keeping the 400,000 Kurds out, and
how these interests affected Operation
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Provide Comfort which created the

safe havens in northern Iraq.
The final article, "Humanitarian In-

tervention as Practices of Statecraft:

Re-Crafting State Sovereignty in Refu-
gee Crises" by Nevzat Soguk, argues
that "humanitarian interventions are

not undertaken merely to alleviate the
sufferings of people under duress such
as refugees." Rather, as Kirisçi also
argues, state security interests fre-
quently intrude. Beyond this, how-
ever, such interventions are used to
shore up state sovereignty, rather than
undermine it as humanitarian inter-

vention is frequently portrayed. That
is, by intervening in northern Iraq, the
allies appropriated the refugees in
such a way as to reinforce the hierar-
chy of citizen/nation/state found in
traditional articulations of sover-
eignty. Humanitarian action does not,
then, signify humanitarianism but
rather basic statist activities.

What is to be concluded? Refugees
have become a significant interna-
tional phenomenon in recent years,
and this has not been lost on the inter-

national community. Yet, the re-
sponses to this crisis frequently have
had little to do with humanitarianism.

A backlash against immigration, cuts
in social spending, and a perception of
refugees as security threats, have com-
bined with a newly interventionist in-
ternational community to create
situations where forceful military ac-
tion has been taken in the midst of refu-

gee crises. However, it is not
necessarily concern for refugees as
persons-in-need which has been at the
heart of such intervention and refu-

gees have not necessarily been the
main beneficiaries of such actions.
Rather, humanitarianism has fre-
quently taken a back seat to traditional
security concerns, n
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